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 This qualitative case study examined the experiences of homeless 
families, defined as married couples with one or more children aged 18 years 
and below, who have been rehoused on the Interim Rental Housing Scheme 
(IRHS) in Singapore. The IRHS was initiated by the government in 2009 in 
response to contemporary family homelessness which emerged unexpectedly in 
2007. Homelessness was conceptualized as both a journey of transitional points - 
having a home of origin, losing or leaving the home, finding and living in 
alternative accommodations, being on the IRHS, and getting a new home, as 
well as the entirety of the subjective experiences of the families as they coped 
with challenges at these different yet inter-related transitional points. The study 
involved 23 research participants comprising nine families on the IRHS (where 
both spouses were interviewed) and five social workers.  
 The study revealed that homelessness is complex and multi-dimensional 
in nature, and affects families of all ethnic groups, as well as Singaporean and 
transnational families. The families on the IRHS were low-income households 
who previously had stable housing arrangements. In terms of the physical 
dimension of homelessness, the families had lived with uncertainty and 
discomfort in one or more temporary places, and there were seven types of pre-
IRHS living arrangements. From the time dimension, the period of stay on the 
IRHS which ranged from three months to about three and half years did not 
reflect the true duration of homelessness. Homelessness could be seven years or 
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longer if computed from the time the families had lost or left their homes, to the 
time of getting their new homes. 
 There were eight themes on the families’ subjective experiences of  
homelessness: (1) Continuing financial struggles; (2) Loss of complete control, 
autonomy, privacy, and comfort, and desire for home; (3) Compromised “sense 
of family”, children’s well-being, and family decisions and future; (4) Dealing 
with significant loss as a parent - two families; (5) Lack of physical, practical, 
and emotional support from kin; (6) High stress, depression, and suicidal 
thoughts;  (7) Anxiety and endurance, and remaining hopeful while transacting 
with various systems; and (8) Self-reliance, pragmatism, patience, and 
adaptability.  
 Homelessness involved a complex web of relationships between the 
families’ characteristics, external resources, and wider societal systems that 
affected the families. The salient factors affecting homelessness were housing, 
finances, employment, physical health, mental health, children’s education, 
citizenship and immigration issues, and the families’ interactions with their own 
family/kin, friends, and formal agents of help (which encompassed navigating 
various policies and social support schemes). The families used different coping 
strategies and tapped on various resources to cope with multiple and intertwined 
housing and non-housing factors/stressors, some of which were the causes or 
consequences of losing or leaving one’s home. 
 The study reiterated the centrality and conflation of the home with family 
well-being, and the significance of the home as an asset that parents wanted to 
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pass on to their children in Singapore. Co-ordinated micro, mezzo and macro 
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 When asked about the research topic for this thesis, and “homeless 
families in Singapore” was the reply, I was met with raised brows and surprised 
looks from friends, and even a few social workers. In their minds, homelessness 
meant literally being without any form of accommodation, and having to live on 
the streets. This is a commonly held view of homelessness. They doubted the 
existence of such a social problem in Singapore, an affluent city-state. In 
addition, to be homeless in Singapore is considered odd as almost everyone has 
a roof over their head following strong political will and successful efforts to 
promote home ownership in Singapore since the 1960s (Chua, 2014; Yuen 
2007). Singapore’s overall home ownership rate of 90.5% (Department of 
Statistics [DOS], 2014) suggests that the basic human need for shelter has been 
met in the country (Wong & Yap, 2003).  
 While homelessness is not an entirely new issue in Singapore as 
Singaporeans did live in squalid conditions and slums in the past, the issue of 
contemporary homelessness was first brought to public attention in January 2007 
following media reports of some families living in public places (Nur Diana 
Suhaimi & Sim, 2007; Peh, 2007). Awareness of this phenomenon was 
heightened when this issue was debated during the Singapore parliamentary 
sessions in the same year, and thereafter with more news reports on the plight of 
some families living in the open (Cheam, 2011; Mathi, 2008; Quek, 2010; Ting, 
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2009). There was even a headline in the newspapers, “Meet Singapore’s Nomad 
Families” (Mathi, 2008). Social workers and service providers who have contact 
with these families, and the general public who are attuned to parliamentary 
debates and media reports on this issue, recognize that homelessness is more 
than the absence of accommodation.   
 This study was undertaken to investigate, and provide an understanding 
of the experiences of homeless families on the Interim Rental Housing Scheme 
(referred to as “IRHS” or “Scheme” in the thesis) in Singapore (Chan, 2009; 
HDB, 2013). This initiative was introduced in 2009 to assist needy families who 
faced housing transitions and required urgent accommodation. The research 
focused on families on the IRHS as homeless families are primarily assisted 
through this Scheme. Briefly, a qualitative approach was used to study this 
lesser-known contemporary issue in Singapore, and case study methodology was 
adopted as the method of inquiry.  
 The motivation to examine family homelessness in Singapore arose from 
first, concern about the possible deleterious effects of homelessness on the life 
choices and chances of those affected by it. Second, there was an interest in and 
curiosity about the coping strategies and strengths of the homeless, considering 
that the homeless population group has been described as both vulnerable and 
resilient (Cohen, 2001). Third, there is a lack of published data or studies on 
homelessness in Singapore as this has been an unexplored research area. Fourth, 
it was envisioned that this study’s findings would provide additional insights 
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into social work practice with homeless families, and into policy, as well as 
contribute to research on homeless families.  
 This chapter begins with a brief explanation of two key concepts, which 
undergird the study - homelessness and homeless families. This is followed by a 
discussion on housing and homelessness in Singapore, setting the context for 
understanding the social issue to be examined. The aims of the study, research 
questions, definitions used in the study, and significance of the research are 
presented in the remaining sections. The chapter concludes with an overview of 
the organization of the thesis.    
Brief Overview of Homelessness and Homeless Families 
 Homelessness has been found to be invariably linked to the concept of 
home, and homelessness can perhaps be understood in the context of the home 
(Easthope, 2004; Fitzpatrick, 2012, Moore, 2007). Typically, one refers to the 
home as a house; a place with a roof and walls. Thus, homelessness means being 
without any enclosed shelter and living in the open. However, homelessness 
does not necessarily mean literally living on the streets. For example, the United 
Kingdom (UK), United States of America (USA), Australia and Sweden have 
adopted a wide definition of homelessness to include alternative types of 
temporary or insecure living arrangements people have (Fitzpatrick, 2012; 
Ravenhill, 2008). Homelessness can be hidden as people can make their abode 
in an insecure or substandard structure like a tent, a van, or a place under a 
bridge. They can also be housed in a shelter and thus be even less visible to the 
public. As such, researchers like Somerville (1992, 2013) and Moore (2007) 
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have pointed out that homelessness is multi-dimensional in nature, with no 
agreed-upon definition of the phenomenon.  
 There are different approaches one could take, to make sense of the 
phenomenon of homelessness. One way is to consider the nature of the living 
arrangements and circumstances of people affected by housing issues. A useful 
framework, known as the European Typology on Homelessness and Housing 
Exclusion or ETHOS for short, was developed by the European Federation of 
National Organizations Working with the Homeless (FEANTSA) and the 
European Observatory on Homelessness, to shed light on the different types of 
homelessness, the circumstances of people affected by housing issues, and the 
complexity of homelessness (Amore, Baker & Howden-Chapman, 2011; 
FEANTSA, 2011; Fitzpatrick, 2012). The researcher used ETHOS to define 
“homelessness” in the study as this typology takes into consideration that a 
person or family can become homeless due to different reasons, homelessness 
has different dimensions, and there are different manifestations of homelessness. 
An abridged version of ETHOS is shown in Table 1 to provide a preliminary 
introduction into the phenomenon of homelessness and to explain the definition 
of homelessness adopted for this study. A comprehensive description of 
ETHOS, in terms of the plethora of temporary places one can live in, and ways a 
person might become homeless is presented in Chapter 2.  
 According to ETHOS, a home has three domains - physical, social and 
legal. The physical domain refers to one’s ability to have an adequate dwelling 
(or space), and exclusive possession of that space. The social domain reflects 
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one’s ability to have privacy, and enjoy relationships with others. Finally, the 
legal domain relates to one’s legal right to occupy that space. An absence of one 
or more of these three domains would mean that a person is homeless.  
Based on these domains, homelessness can be classified into four categories, 
each with its sub-categories. These four main categories of homelessness are 
being roofless, being houseless, having insecure accommodation, and having 
inadequate accommodation. With ETHOS being used as a reference point to 
define homelessness for this study, people who live in temporary 
accommodation like families on the IRHS, are subsumed within the “houseless” 
category. 
Table 1 
European Typology on Homelessness and Housing Exclusion (ETHOS)-







People living rough 











People in accommodation for the homeless 
People in women’s shelter 
People in accommodation for immigrants 
People due to be released from institutions 









People living in insecure accommodation 
People living under threat of eviction 









People living in temporary/non-standard structures 
People living in unfit housing 
Peeple living in extreme overcrowding 
 
(Source: FEANTSA, 2011 
http://www.feantsa.org/spip.php?action=acceder_document&arg=217&cle=2d5e5c59ff85725077752fda7903b4a9718a47
ae&file=pdf%2Fen.pdf) 




 Another approach to examine homelessness is from the time perspective. 
There is variation in the duration and frequency of being homeless. Some people 
could be homeless for a night or a few months, while others could have 
experienced homelessness for a few years. There could also be others who have 
alternated between having a home, and periods of not having any place to live in 
(Clapham; 2003; Ravenhill, 2008; Haber & Toro, 2004).  
 Besides this, homelessness can be subjective in nature as there are 
different homeless population groups, and people interpret their experiences in 
their own way (Anooshian, 2003; Anucha, 2010; Haber & Toro, 2007; Parsell, 
2011; Tischler, 2009). Moreover, the meaning of homelessness is shaped by the 
culture, norms and laws of a country, and these can change overtime 
(McChesney, 1995; Cheng & Yang, 2010). For instance, people in less 
developed or developing countries could live in make-shift boxes or tents in 
public places, which is regarded as nothing out of the ordinary. However, this 
might not be the case in a more developed country.  
 Research has also discovered that homelessness has detrimental effects 
on those affected by it, like poorer health outcomes, feelings of isolation, 
increased likelihood of depression, and being stigmatized (Bassuk et al., 2001; 
Martins, 2008; Ravenhill, 2008; Tischler, 2009). In addition, there is a plethora 
of explanations of homelessness (Clapham, 2003; Fitzpatrick, 2005; Haber & 
Toro, 2004).   
   While there is no fixed definition of homelessness, there is some 
agreement among researchers that a homeless family is a unit in which there are 
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one or more adults caring for one or more children aged 18 years and below, and 
faces housing issues (Bassuk & Geller, 2006; Bassuk, Perloff & Gellar,  2001; 
McChesney, 1995). Most studies on homeless families have been carried out in 
the UK, the USA and Australia, and on single-parent families rather than family 
units comprising two parents caring for one or more children aged 18 years and 
below. McChesney (1995) has posited that homeless families are a distinct 
homeless population to be studied, and that research on it should be positioned 
in the context of the country or city, such as its size, culture, housing markets, 
and economic and social policies. This suggests that while there could be 
similarities between various homeless experiences, there are also differences or 
peculiarities, which are best understood in their politico-socio-economic 
contexts.   
 There is a paucity of research studies on homeless families in Singapore 
to understand their characteristics and concerns. Available sources of 
information on homeless families in Singapore have been mostly from media 
reports and government statements, and these were fairly recent, from 2007, 
when homeless families were first sighted by the public and subsequently 
reported by the media (Ong, 2007). It is also unclear if the experiences of 
homeless families in Singapore are similar to those documented in overseas 
studies, as there are hardly any local studies for comparison. The lack of studies 
of homeless families in Singapore is in itself unique, suggesting that 
homelessness has not been a major concern to be addressed by the government, 
or has yet to be examined by researchers, as it is a fairly recent issue.   
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 As mentioned, Singapore has a high home ownership rate, which can be 
attributed to its housing history and culture. The Singapore government has 
since independence, been actively promoting home ownership and providing 
public housing. The existence of homeless families in a nation reputed for its 
successful housing policy, and where home ownership is valued, makes a study 
into this issue even more intriguing. More information on the Singapore context 
of housing and homelessness is presented in the next section. 
Housing and Homelessness - The Singapore Context 
 Internationally, Singapore is reputed to be a nation of homeowners with 
an overall home ownership rate of 90.5% (DOS, 2014; Yuen 2007). The 
majority of Singaporeans have a home, due to a comprehensive and successful 
national public housing program which started in the 1960s. The vision of 
promoting home ownership was mooted in 1964, under the leadership of then 
Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew who wanted to give citizens a stake in Singapore 
through home ownership (Lee, 2000; Yuen, 2007). In one of his memoirs (Lee, 
2000, p.116), then Prime Minister Lee shared: 
My primary preoccupation was to give every citizen a stake 
in the country and its future. I wanted a home-owning 
society. I had seen the contrast between the blocks of low-
cost rental flats, badly misused and poorly maintained, and 
those of house-proud owners, and was convinced that if 




 Unlike in other countries where the term “public housing” is associated 
with social housing for the poor, public housing in Singapore caters to the 
majority of Singaporeans: the upper-middle, middle and low-income groups 
(Yuen, 2007). Collectively, the provision of government-subsidized public 
housing through the state housing authority known as the Housing and 
Development Board (HDB), and the implementation of the home ownership 
program over the last 50 years or so, have enabled many Singaporeans to have a 
place they can call their own. The home ownership program has been made 
possible through the use of the social security savings plan, known as the Central 
Provident Fund (CPF).1   
 In 2013, about 3.06 million people, or more than 80% of Singapore’s 
population, lived in public housing flats provided by the HDB. Out of the 
908,499 resident-households living in HDB flats, 96.3% were in HDB-purchase 
homes (HDB, 2014a, pp. 13-14). Given this high home ownership rate, 
Singapore’s housing achievement has been considered remarkable by world 
standards, and was bestowed the United Nations Public Service Award in 2008 
for her Home Ownership Program (Wong, 2011), and the United Nations Scroll 
of Honor Award in 2010, for “providing one of Asia’s and the world’s greenest, 
cleanest and most socially conscious public housing programs” (Liu & Tuminez, 
2015, p. 98).The HDB home-ownership program has not only improved the 
                                                          
1 The Central Provident Fund (CPF) is a social security savings plan that was introduced in 1955. CPF was first allowed 
to be used to buy HDB housing in 1968 and it was extended to the purchase of private residential properties in 1981.The 
overall scope and benefits of the CPF include retirement, healthcare, home ownership, family protection and asset 





quality of life of Singaporeans, but has also engendered a Singaporean identity 
that is linked to HDB homes (Ooi, 1994).  
The HDB also administers the Public Rental Scheme to meet the housing 
needs of very low-income families or individuals who would not be able to 
afford to own homes. These HDB rental flats can be considered “permanent” 
homes for these households as they can live there for long periods. These HDB 
flats are considered as a final social safety net for the very poor, and the rent for 
them has been kept low, ranging from SGD26 to SGD240 per month for a one-
room flat depending on the family’s income level. In 2013, 3.7% of Singapore 
households lived in HDB public rental flats (HDB 2014a, p.15).   
The Singapore government announced that it would increase the current 
stock of HDB rental flats from 42,000 to 57,000 units by 2015, and to 60,000 
units by 2017. While there would be more HDB rental flats, the percentage 
would still be kept low, at between 5% and 7% of all HDB housing, as the 
policy is to promote home ownership (Chang, 2013; HDB, 2008; Mah, 2009; 
Tan, 2012; Yeo, 2015). The construction of more public rental flats is indicative 
of the demand for such flats. It suggests that there are needy singles and families 
who are or would be precariously housed, unable to afford housing on their own, 
or who could be rendered literally homeless, save for the provision of these 
HDB rental flats.  
Given Singapore’s housing policy and consequently relatively high home 
ownership rate, homeless families are hardly seen in public. Vulnerability to 
homelessness was also not discussed openly or seen as a social problem 
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affecting Singapore society until the re-appearance of homeless families in 2007. 
This issue arose unexpectedly as Singapore’s internationally renowned public 
housing program seemed to have successfully rehoused families from slums and 
squalid housing conditions, and eradicated homelessness.  
While there have been single destitute persons sighted, mostly middle-
aged or elderly males in need of accommodation and assistance, and who have 
been subsequently admitted to welfare homes for the destitute, one would hardly 
see homeless families. Data from the Ministry of Social and Family 
Development (MSF) indicates that it assisted 217, 339, and 264 homeless 
individuals in 2009, 2010, and 2011 respectively (MSF, 2012).  
Signs of contemporary family homelessness appeared in 2007, with four 
homeless families being picked up in that year. The authorities subsequently 
picked up 15 and 17 homeless families in 2008 and 2009 respectively (Basu, 
2010; Mah, 2009). In one of the earliest news article on homelessness by Nur 
Dianah Suhaimi and Sim (2007), it was reported that a family sold their HDB 
flat due to difficulties with their home loans. After the sale of the flat, the man 
made his home in the 14-foot lorry that he drove for a living while his wife 
stayed with a family member. What was also difficult for this family was that he 
was not eligible to apply for a rental flat as his spouse was not a Singapore 
citizen; one of the HDB eligibility rules is that the co-applicant must be a 




An investigation by the HDB and the media (Cai, 2010; Mah, 2009; MND, 
2009, 2010; Nur Dianah Suhami & Sim, 2007; Ong, 2007; The Straits Times 
Editorial, 2010) into the housing histories of families who made their homes in 
public places revealed that many of them had homes previously. Some of these 
families were also not literally homeless, as initially thought. They had 
alternative housing options like staying with other family members, or were 
listed as owners, tenants or occupiers of flats but chose not to stay in them 
because of pride, shame or past misunderstandings. There were various reasons 
why the families had become homeless; some of them had sold their homes with 
the hope of upgrading to a bigger flat, some could not keep up with the mortgage 
payments as they had lost their jobs, and others had negative equity. Some of the 
homeless families were those who had benefited from housing subsidies and 
additional housing grants provided by the government in the past to buy their 
own HDB flats, with some having purchased and sold their HDB flats twice.  
They had thus benefitted twice from government’s subsidized HDB housing 
program. These families had sufficient amounts from the sales of their homes to 
buy or rent another home from the open market. Interestingly, some of these 
families who had sold their HDB flats said that they could not afford to buy or 
rent a flat from the open market as they found it too expensive, or they had 
already spent the sale proceeds.  
Basu (2010) reported a case of a family of six, who had sold three HDB 
homes in nine years, and had made a tidy profit of about SGD90, 000. However, 
the head of the household fell into financial difficulty after the sale of their 
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second flat. The family ended up homeless with the sale of their third home in 
2007. They lived temporarily with relatives for two years, and after a fall-out 
with them, the couple with their four young children made their home at the 
beach. Thus there were families who found themselves edged out of the private 
property market and yet were not defined as being poor enough to qualify for 
public rental housing. Under HDB rules, a family is debarred from renting an 
HDB public rental flat if it had sold its HDB flat within 30 months prior to the 
date of application for an HDB rental flat (www.hdb.gov.sg).   
Data on homeless families culled from MSF indicated that 72 families in 
2009, 128 families in 2010, 141 families in 2011, and 130 families in 2012 were 
assisted with shelter and support (MSF, 2012). It is unclear if there has been an 
increase in families with housing issues, or if families have become more aware 
of help available and have come forward to get assistance. It was found that 
most of the homeless families assisted were low-income families. Some of the 
families had sold their homes to resolve financial difficulties, and later found 
that they could not afford to rent or purchase another home from the open 
market. The re-appearance of homeless families suggests that there are new 
vulnerabilities emerging, or new issues relating to affordable home ownership.
 In response to the issue of family homelessness, the government initiated 
the IRHS in 2009 (Chan 2009; Mah, 2009; HDB, 2013). The aim of the IRHS is 
to provide temporary shelter and assistance to needy families who face housing 
transitions and require urgent accommodation. The IRHS can be viewed as a 
form of temporary low-cost housing to assist vulnerable families, a stop-gap 
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measure until they are able to find a permanent abode. In the continuum of 
public housing options, it seems to be nested between HDB’s subsidized Public 
Home Ownership Scheme (HDB-purchase flats) for the masses, and the more 
heavily subsidized HDB Public Rental Scheme, a final social safety net to 
address the housing needs of the poor. However, it can also be considered a 
social welfare service, as a family’s stay in the IRHS is intended to be short-term 
in nature, and families are expected to find a home. Thus, it can be viewed as 
being outside the realm of normative public housing in Singapore.   
 One of the guidelines that the Scheme operates on is that families are 
considered for an IRHS flat only if they have already exhausted all other housing 
options such as living with family or friends, or renting from the open market 
(Chan, 2090; HDB, 2013). Under the IRHS, the HDB would match two needy 
and unrelated families as co-tenants, taking into consideration the families’ 
profiles, to co-rent a two-room or three-room HDB flat. Most IRHS flats are 
three-room HDB units. A three-room HDB flat is about 54 to 60 square meters, 
with two bedrooms, and a living room, kitchen, shower, and toilet. The two 
families would have a bedroom each and share common facilities like the living 
room, kitchen, shower and toilet. Co-sharing is intended to help lower the rental 
cost for each family. The rent per month for each family is about SGD300, and 
the actual rate charged would depend on their financial circumstances. The 
families would have to work out matters among themselves, like the payment of 
the utilities bill and cleanliness of the flat (Cai, 2010; Lim, 2012; Wong 2012). It 
has been reported that two large families could be paired, as in the case of  Mr. 
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Kumar’s family of six, who had to share a flat with a co-tenant family of five 
(Sudderuddin, 2012).  
In terms of experiences on the IRHS, the media (Lim, 2012; Wong, 2012) 
has reported that some families have felt that the situation was not ideal as they 
had to co-share with strangers. Conflicts have occurred between the co-tenant 
families over issues like noise, cooking, use of toilets, cleaning and utilities, with 
the police, and grassroots leaders from the housing estate having to mediate in 
some of the conflicts. The challenge of living with strangers is not peculiar to the 
IRHS in Singapore, as this has also been reported in overseas studies (Anucha, 
2010; He, O’Flahertery & Rosenheck, 2010; Teater 2009) of the homeless living 
in homeless shelters and other shared housing arrangements.  
 While on the IRHS, the families work through their housing and other 
issues with social workers (Chan, 2009; The Straits Times Editorial, 2011). 
There are formal programs run by social workers to help these families, like 
Project 4650 (named after two IRHS housing blocks in one of the housing 
estates), “to give them [the families] hope, we give them a sense that really, they 
can improve themselves” (Saad, 2014). The public became more sensitized to 
the presence of homeless families following media reports on them.  
When the IRHS was first started, about 1,000 HDB flat units in six 
housing estates in different parts of Singapore were allocated to meet the 
housing needs of these families. The location of the IRHS flats within HDB 
estates would allow the families to tap resources available in the community, and 
to some extent, minimize disruptions to the families’ lives, for instance, to the 
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schooling of their children. However, even with this, news reports (Chin, 2011; 
Sudderuddin, 2012; The Straits Times Editorial, 2011) have indicated that there 
have been concerns about the locations of the IRHS flats and their distance from 
the schools, as shared by one mother whose IRHS flat was further away from her 
son’s school than their  previous residence was.  
Interestingly, the IRHS flats and their locations are temporary in nature, 
like the equally short-term nature of the Scheme for families. This is because the 
HDB flats used to rehouse the needy families are old flats in existing HDB 
estates but are slated for demolition. It is inevitable that families would have to 
move from one IRHS site to another when the flats are demolished. There have 
been changes to the IRHS sites since this study was conceived, with some of the 
original IRHS flats being demolished. In fact, during the research process, two 
families on the IRHS mentioned that they had previously resided at another 
IRHS site (which has since been demolished), and that the flat they were 
currently living in was their second IRHS flat, in a new location. 
The IRHS has been continuously reviewed, especially with respect to the 
duration for which a family can be provided with temporary accommodation, 
and the number of occupants that may occupy an IRHS flat has also been capped 
(Ho, 2013). The rental period for the IRHS flats was extended from six months 
to a year in 2011, and made renewable for up to two years to cater to families 
who might require more time to find their own homes (Khaw, 2011; Lim, 2012; 
Wong, 2012). Such tweaks to the IRHS probably reflected the difficulties some 
of these families had in finding a home that they could afford on the open 
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market, or the fact that they were in the queue for HDB rental flats which were 
already short in supply.  
Between 2009 and December 2011, approximately 3,000 families were on 
the IRHS (Khaw, 2011). In an update of the IRHS in March 2015, the Ministry 
of National Development (MND) revealed that a total of 5,390 households had 
been on the IRHS, and 4,250 of them had left the temporary accommodation. 
These households had moved into either HDB-purchase or public rental flats, or 
found alternative types of accommodation. There were still 1,140 households on 
the IRHS. About seven in 10 of the households were on the waiting list for an 
HDB public rental flat, or had booked a new HDB-purchase flat and were 
awaiting its completion. The remaining families were working out their housing 
and other plans with the HDB and social service agencies (MND, 2015; Yeo, 
2015). 
Aims of Study and Research Questions 
 The researcher adopted a qualitative approach to study family 
homelessness. It was felt that this approach would be most appropriate, given the 
dearth of studies of the homeless in Singapore, the aim of this study was  to 
explore and uncover the experiences of homeless families, and also homeless 
families is a hard-to locate group of research participants. The study was guided 
by family stress and coping models and theories as it sought to understand the 
experiences (in terms of challenges or issues) faced by the families and how they 
coped with them (Boss, 2002; Lazarus 1993a, 1993b, 2000; Lazarus & Folkman, 
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1984), and case study methodology was adopted (Creswell, 2013; Stake, 2008; 
Yin, 2009a, 2009b).   
 The aims of this study were to: 
1. Investigate how homeless families on the IRHS interpreted their 
experience of being homeless. 
2. Explore the myriad of factors, including public housing policy and 
conditions that affected the homeless experience. 
3. Analyze the families’ stressors, and the families’ resiliency in terms of 
their strengths and coping strategies in dealing with the stressors and 
vulnerabilities associated with homelessness. 
4. Identify from the research findings, possible service gaps and suggest 
ways in which homeless families might be better assisted. 
 The six research questions which the study aimed to address were:    
1. What were the characteristics of homeless families on the IRHS in 
Singapore? 
2. How did the homeless families interpret the different transitions in the 
homeless experience? 
3. In terms of the transitions faced, what were their feelings and concerns at 
each transition?   
4. How did the families cope? What were the factors influencing their 
homeless experiences, and their coping and adaptation strategies?    
5. How do public housing policy and housing conditions affect the 
experiences of homeless families?  
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6. What were the possible service gaps and how could we better assist 
 homeless families?  
Definitions in the Study 
 Homelessness, homeless families, and the homeless experience were 
defined as follows in the study:  
Homeless as Houseless 
 Given the comprehensiveness of ETHOS, this typology (FEANTSA, 
2011) was used as a frame of reference to define homelessness. In this study, 
“homeless” refers to those who are houseless, that is, those who do not have a 
home they could call their own and had been living temporarily in IRHS flats for 
at least three months at the time of the study. The IRHS families who are 
houseless can also be said to be precariously housed as the period of their stay 
on the IRHS is time-limited. The IRHS families could be rendered literally 
homeless as they do not seem to have feasible housing options from the public 
or private housing markets. The terms “homeless” and “houseless” are therefore 
used interchangeably in this thesis.   
Homeless Family 
 The family has been defined as a unit comprising two adults who are in a 
marital relationship, that is, a married couple, and caring for one or more 
children aged 18 years and below. Researchers (Bassuk & Geller, 2006; 
McChesney, 1995) generally define the family as a unit with one or more adults 
caring for one or more children aged 18 years and below. The definition of a 
family unit used in this study is therefore similar in terms of having adults with 
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children 18 and below, and yet different in that the “family” refers to a two-
parent or nuclear family unit.  
 The study focused on whole homeless families for a few reasons. First, 
the majority of the families in Singapore are nuclear families (HDB, 2014a). 
Second, the priority of Singapore’s public housing policy has been to provide 
homes for family units. Third, with more than 80% of the Singapore population 
living in public housing flats, and 96% of HDB households owning their flats, 
whole families who have become houseless were most likely previous HDB flat 
owners. Finally, there is a paucity of studies of this population group as most 
studies have focused on single-parent families who are homeless.  
Homeless Experience 
 The homeless experience was conceptualized as both a journey of 
different, yet inter-related transitional points, as well as the entirety of the 
subjective experiences of the families as they coped with the challenges faced at 
these transitional points. The transitional points would be having one’s home, 
and during this period, one could lose or leave their home of origin for various 
reasons. Other transitional points would include the actual loss of the home, 
finding alternative accommodation, being offered a place to live on the IRHS, 
and trying to find a new home which one has a legal right to and feels secure 
calling one’s own. Homelessness was not viewed as a static single life event. 
Being a naturalistic inquiry, the families could share about both housing and 
non-housing issues experienced, and how they coped with them. In the research 
process, the strengths of the families could also be uncovered. The concept of 
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the homeless experience will be elaborated on in Chapter 2, in the discussion of 
the conceptual framework developed to guide the study. 
Significance of Study 
This study is significant in a number of ways. Homelessness is complex in 
nature, and how it is managed would also vary from country to country. Given 
that homelessness negatively affects the life choices and chances of those 
affected by it, this study aims to find ways to better assist and support homeless 
families in Singapore through social work practice and social policies. The 
findings could also help to identify and aid families at-risk of being homeless.  
  From the research perspective, this study addresses the paucity of 
homeless studies in Asia in general, and in Singapore in particular. The research 
would elucidate the experiences of families who are homeless by providing their 
personal perspectives in the Singapore context. This approach resonates with 
McChesney’s (1995) point that research on homeless families should be 
positioned in the context of the country. A limited understanding of the issue in 
Singapore can affect our ability to predict this emerging social issue and its 
related problems. It can also affect our ability to anticipate and implement 
preventive and remedial programs and services in a timely way. Findings about 
the profiles of homeless families in Singapore, the experiences of being 
homeless, existing interventions and what more could be done to assist these 
families would not only broaden our understanding of the issues, but also allow 
for a comparison with overseas studies.   
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This study is also different from other homeless studies in terms of  the 
population group studied - two-parent families with children, and the context of 
public housing in Singapore. Research on homelessness in the European 
countries, USA and Australia (Averitt, 2003; Anucha 2010; Parsell, 2010; 
Ravenhill 2008; Tischler, 2009) has largely focused on homeless singles who are 
mostly males, or single-parent families which are predominantly female-headed 
households. However, intact families comprising married couples with children 
do also experience homelessness. This study thus attempts to address the dearth 
of research on homelessness among these families, and extend our understanding 
of homelessness among whole families with that experienced by singles and 
single-parent families. This study would add to the limited collection of studies 
of whole homeless families in general, and perhaps address the gendered 
perspective of homeless studies.   
This study focuses on the homeless experience of whole homeless families 
on the IRHS (a family being defined as a unit comprising two adults who are in 
a marital relationship, and caring for one or more children aged 18 years and 
below). The approach of gathering the views of both fathers/husbands and 
mothers/wives could provide a holistic view of the experience of family 
homelessness. There could be different perceptions, and a range of coping 
strategies, individual and collective, which could be shared, conflicting or 
negotiated. This approach would also shed light on whether having both adults, 
which would mean more collective resources in the family unit, would mitigate 
the ill-effects of homelessness.  
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Furthermore, this study departs from the rather pathological approach 
adopted in most studies which have examined risks. One could focus on the 
families’ problems and inadvertently miss out on the families’ strengths. As 
such, this study also seeks to uncover the range of cognitive, emotional and 
behavioral coping mechanisms and resources that enable homeless families to 
cope with difficulties, thereby uncovering their strengths. An examination of the 
transitional points and stressors faced would be incomplete and also unfair to 
families if one did not include finding out what the families did to cope with 
their family circumstances, and their strengths. It has been pointed out by 
DeFrain (as cited in Black and Lobo, 2008, p. 49) that:  
 If researchers study only family problems, they are likely 
 to find them. Similarly, if educators, community 
 organizers, therapists, and researchers are interested in 
 family strengths, they look for them. When these 
 strengths are identified, they can become the foundation 
 for continued growth and positive change in a family and 
 society. 
Certainly, the survival of the homeless under trying circumstances and a 
lack of resources speaks volumes about their coping abilities and resiliency. 
There is a need to close the knowledge gap by examining resources, and coping 
and adaptation strategies as part of the transitions experienced by the homeless. 
In examining these areas, this study also sought to investigate the plethora of 
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factors like housing conditions, social structures and so forth that could affect 
the entire homeless experience.  
 Finally, this social issue that was brought into the public domain in 2007 
is still relevant. The recent Singapore Parliamentary Debate held in March 2015 
(MND, 2015; Yeo, 2015) confirmed that housing problems and the plight of the 
families affected by them remain as significant areas of concern - six in ten 
previous owners of HDB flats who sold their homes are now applicants for 
public rental flats which are intended to cater to the housing needs of the poor in 
Singapore. The case of a family of six was cited. The family had collected cash 
proceeds of SGD198,000 after selling their four-room HDB home in 2010 but 
spent all the cash proceeds in less than two years, and was subsequently 
rendered homeless. The parents and their older child stayed in open spaces like 
HDB void decks and beaches, while their three younger children stayed apart 
from them with different relatives. The family was given a public rental flat in 
2013 on compassionate grounds. This case mirrors the circumstances of 
homeless families previously reported by the media (Mathi, 2008; Nur Dianah 
Suhami & Sim, 2007; Ong, 2007; Peh 2007; Ting, 2009).   
Chapter Summary 
This chapter has briefly explained the complexity of homelessness, and the 
background of housing and the re-emergence of contemporary homelessness in 
Singapore. The chapter also discussed the aims, six research questions, key 
definitions, and qualitative approach adopted to study the issue of homeless 
families in Singapore. In terms of the significance of this study, the knowledge 
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generated would inform social work practitioners, policy makers, and service 
providers in Singapore, of how to draw on the homeless families’ strengths, 
while addressing the vulnerabilities associated with homelessness through 
targeted programs and services. It would add to existing research on whole 
homeless families and shed light on their coping strategies, resources and 
resiliency, and suggest new areas for further study.  
Organization of Thesis 
 Chapter 2, which follows, is a review of existing literature on home and 
homelessness, the difficulties faced by the homeless, and the myriad of strategies 
they use to cope with these stressors. It also includes an important section on the 
conceptual framework developed to guide the study. As this study seeks to 
illuminate the experiences of homeless families including how they cope with 
problems, stress and coping models and theories which make up core 
components of the conceptual framework developed to guide the study are 
discussed in the chapter. The relationship between the research questions and the 
conceptual framework, and the components of the framework guiding the study 
are also elaborated in the chapter.   
 Chapter 3 explains the rationale for selecting the qualitative approach to 
study the issue, the epistemology that undergirds the study, and the research 
methodology adopted.  It also includes a discussion on the research approval 
process and ethical considerations, the research sample, the issue of 
trustworthiness, and the limitations of the study.  
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 Chapters 4 and 5 delve into the findings. Chapter 4 discusses the 
characteristics of the IRHS families, as there has yet to be any published data or 
research with information on the profile of these families. The chapter also 
discusses the families’ journey of different housing transitions, from the time 
they left their home of origin to their current living arrangements on the IRHS, 
providing insights into the physical and time dimensions of being homeless in 
Singapore. This sets the stage to understand the concerns of the families at each 
of the transitional points and the entirety of the homeless journey.  Chapter 5 
explains the subjective experiences of the IRHS families in terms of how they 
coped with the stressors faced and interpreted the entire homeless experience. 
The thesis ends in Chapter 6 with a discussion on the conclusions reached about 
the findings, and the implications and recommendations for social work practice, 




 REVIEW OF LITERATURE AND CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 
Overview 
The contents in this chapter are organized into four sections. Section 1 
starts off with an explanation of the literature search process, followed by a 
discussion of existing research on the concepts of home and homelessness, 
pathways to homelessness, and the heterogeneity of the homeless population. 
The literature review also examines the challenges and transitions faced by the 
homeless, the adjustments they have to make, and the coping strategies adopted. 
Section 2 delves into the theoretical framework on stress and coping selected to 
guide the study. The theories and models, together with findings from existing 
research, form the foundation of the conceptual framework developed to guide 
the study. Following this, Section 3 explains the link between the research 
questions and the conceptual framework. The last segment, Section 4 
summarizes the key points of the chapter. 
Review of Literature 
 The literature review was based on journal articles, books, reports, 
newspapers, and government websites on homelessness and related topics. An 
electronic search for scholarly work published between 2000 to 2015 was 
conducted on the databases Scopus and JSTOR, through Google Scholar, and 
through a general internet search. Some classic works on homelessness done 
before 2000 by well-known researchers were also located. Keywords used for 
the search included “home”, “homelessness”, “homeless”, “homeless families”, 
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“rough sleepers”, “experiences of the homeless”, “interim housing”, “transitional 
housing for homeless” and “programs and services for the homeless”.   
The search yielded a plethora of quantitative, qualitative and mixed-
method studies conducted on homelessness and different homeless population 
groups by researchers in various disciplines like urban studies, housing studies, 
sociology, social work, nursing, medicine, psychiatry, psychology, and 
architecture. The qualitative studies were useful as they provided insights into 
the struggles faced by the homeless and how they coped with homelessness. 
Most of the studies were based mostly in the USA, UK, Australia, and European 
countries. There were generally few studies of the experiences of whole 
homeless families, especially in the Asian context. The search also revealed the 
paucity of studies on homeless families in Singapore. This could be because 
family homelessness in Singapore re-emerged as a social issue recently, and thus 
has not been investigated by researchers as yet. Available local sources of 
information on homeless families in Singapore were mainly from media reports 
and government statements as there are hardly any published studies of 
homelessness in Singapore. 
In addition, the literature search highlighted that while there has been no 
agreement on the definition of homelessness, there is consensus among 
researchers on the definition of a family - it is a unit made up of one or more 
parents caring for one or more children aged 18 years and below (Bassuk & 
Gellar, 2006; McChesney, 1995). It was also noted that while there has been 
extensive research conducted on various homeless populations, a limited number 
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of studies have been conducted on homeless families comprising two parents 
with one or more children aged 18 years and below.  
Most studies on homeless families have primarily focused on single 
parent families headed by mothers with young children in the UK, USA and 
Australia (Averitt, 2003; Bassuk & Geller, 2006; Bassuk et al., 2001; Fertig & 
Reingold, 2008; McChesney, 1995; Moore, McArthur & Noble-Car, 2011; 
Schiff, 2007; Toro, 2007). The majority of the research participants in the 
studies were drawn from homeless shelters or transitional housing programs, 
which mostly admit single mothers with young children. Hence, studies on 
homeless families have been skewed towards single, female-headed households. 
On the other hand, most studies on the single homeless interviewed adult male 
singles who lived on the streets (McChesney, 1995; Parsell, 2012; Reitzes et el., 
2011; Ravenhill, 2008). Due to the lack of studies of whole homeless families, 
most of the studies in this review examined the experiences of homeless 
individuals and single-parent families done overseas, as a proxy for what whole 
homeless families in Singapore might go through. This is one of the limitations 
of the literature review and suggests a research gap to be addressed.  
Meaning of Homelessness in the Context and Significance of Home  
 A house is typically viewed as a place with a roof and walls, and a place 
to rest. More often than not, the house is called a home. Giuliana (as cited in 
Easthope, 2004) posits that “one’s home is located within one’s house.” A 
person would not call himself homeless if he has a place to live in. Thus, the 
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general perception is that homelessness means being literally without an 
enclosed shelter and living in the open.  
 As mentioned in Chapter 1, when using the spatial dimension of a place, 
whether a person can be considered to have a home or be homeless, would 
depend on whether one uses a literal or narrow definition, or a wider 
interpretation to include alternative configurations of a dwelling place (Clapham, 
2003; Haber & Toro, 2004; Fitzpatrick, 2012). One could literally be without a 
roof over one’s head and live in the open in the streets, parks or beaches. The 
unsheltered homeless are also known as “rough sleepers” in the UK and 
Australia, or “hobos” or “street people” in the USA. Another group would be the 
houseless who are different from the roofless as they have a place to live in, like 
a car, tent or shed. For instance, Laurenson and Collins (2007) found that while 
the homeless might have a roof over their heads such a tent, this was a marginal 
or unsuitable type of accommodation. These people could be viewed as hidden 
or invisible homeless people as they do not live on the streets openly. In 
addition, one could have precarious living arrangements such as staying with 
friends or other family members in their homes (known as “doubling-up”), or in 
cheap motels. Besides this, a homeless person could reside in shelters or other 
forms of temporary accommodation provided by the government or charities.   
The above explanations on homelessness mirror the ETHOS (European 
Typology on Homelessness and Housing Exclusion) framework, which was 
briefly presented earlier in Chapter 1 (Amore et al., 2011; FEANTSA, 2011; 
Fitzpatrick, 2012). To recapitulate, the framework considers the three inter-
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related dimensions of a home and homelessness; physical, social and legal. 
Based on these domains, homelessness and housing exclusion can be classified 
into four categories, each with its sub-categories. The four main categories of 
homelessness are being roofless, being houseless, having insecure 
accommodation, and having inadequate accommodation. There are 13 sub-
categories of homelessness. The detailed typology is presented in Table 2. 
Table 2 
European Typology on Homelessness and Housing Exclusion (ETHOS) 
Conceptual 
Category 
Operational Category Living Situation Generic Definition 
 
Roofless 
1.People living rough 1.1 Public space or external  
       space 
 
Living in the streets or public spaces, 
without a shelter that can be defined 
as living quarters 
 
2.People in   
    emergency  
    accommodation 
2.1  Night shelter People with no usual place or 
residence who make use of overnight 




3.People in  
   accommodation for    
   the homeless 
3.1 Homeless hostel 
 
3.2 Temporary  
       accommodation  
 
3.3 Transitional supported  
       accommodation  
 
Where the period of stay is intended 
to be short term 
 
4. People in women’s  
    shelter 
4.1 Women’s  
      shelter accommodation 
Women accommodated due to 
experience of domestic violence and 
where the period of stay is intended 
to be short term 
 
5. People in  
    accommodation for  
    immigrants 
5.1 Temporary  
      accommodation/ 
      reception centers 
 
5.2 Migrant workers  
       accommodation 
  
Immigrants in reception or short term 
accommodation due to their 
immigration status 
6. People due to be  
    released from  
    institutions 
6.1 Penal institutions 
 
6.2 Medical institutions 
 
 
6.3 Children’s  
      institutions/homes 
 
No housing available prior to release 
 
Stay longer than needed due to lack 
of housing 
 
No housing identified (by 18th 
birthday) 
 
7. People receiving  
    longer- term  
    support (due to   
    homelessness)  
7.1 Residential care for older  
      homeless people 
 
7.2 Supported accommodation for  
      formerly homeless persons 
 
Long-stay accommodation  with care 
for formerly homeless people 



















8. People living in  
    insecure  
    accommodation  








8.3 Illegal occupation of land 
Living in conventional housing but 
not the usual place of residence due 
to lack of housing 
 
Occupation of dwelling with no legal 
tenancy, illegal occupation of the 
place 
 
Occupation of land with no legal 
rights  
 
9. People living under  
    threat of eviction   
9.1 Legal orders enforced  
     (rented) 
 
9.2 Re-possession orders    
      (owned) 
 
Where order for eviction are 
operative  
 
Where mortgagee has legal order to 
re-possess 
 
10. People living  
      under  threat of  
      violence 
10.1 Police recorded  
        Incidents 
Where police action is taken to 
ensure place of safety for victims of 
domestic violence  
 
Inadequate  
11. People living in  
      temporary/non- 
      conventional  
      structures   
11.1 Mobile homes 
 
11.2 Non-conventional  
        housing 
 
11.3 Temporary structure 
 
Not intended as place of usual 
residence 
 
Makeshift shelter, shack or shanty 
 
Semi-permanent structure hut or 
cabin 
12. People living in  
       unfit housing 
12.1 Occupied dwelling unfit  
       for habitation 
 
Defined as unfit for habitation by 
national legislation or building 
regulations 
 
13. People living in  
      extreme     
      overcrowding 
 
13.1 Highest national norm  
        of over-crowding 
Defined as exceeding national 
density standard or floor-space or 
useable rooms 
 




 Mallett (2004) and Moore (2000, 2007) have pointed out that there are 
psychological and social dimensions to the physical entity of “home” which we 
may take for granted or are unconscious of. Researchers (Kellet & Moore, 2003; 
Somerville, 1992) have  suggested that homelessness could perhaps be better 
understood in the context of what the loss of a home symbolizes, beyond the loss 
of a physical structure. Somerville (1992) has proposed that the home be viewed 
as an ideological construct with seven dimensions: shelter (a physical structure 
that provides physical security), hearth (comfort and warmth), heart (emotional 
health), privacy (power to manage one’s personal space and to be able to 
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exclude others from one’s personal boundary), roots (a sense of identity), abode 
(any place that one stays in, be it an open or enclosed place), and finally, 
paradise (an idealization of all the positive features of home fused together). 
Thus, homelessness could be viewed as the loss of psycho-social aspects like 
comfort, identity and warmth associated with the home.  
 Mallett (2004) has highlighted that the concept of home has been 
conflated with the family, and with the place of origin where one grows up. It is 
thus not surprising that housing stability has been associated with family 
stability. Homelessness can affect one’s family life and relationships. 
Researchers (Easthope, 2004; Lewinson, 2010) have also pointed out that the 
home as a physical space not only influences a person’s feelings and 
relationships; it is also a place where enduring memories are formed as activities 
and relationships occur there. It would appear that a physical place becomes or is 
a home if one has feelings towards it. The “sense of home” or as Yi-Fu Tuan put 
it, “topophillia” (as cited in Easthope, 2004), refers to the “affective bond 
between people and place.” Homelessness could encompass the lack of 
attachment or positive memories to the physical place that one lives in.  
 Some studies (Anucha, 2010; Averitt, 2003; Clapham, 2003; Parsell, 
2012; Parsell & Parsell, 2012; Ravenhill, 2008; Toro, 2007) have examined the 
sense or meaning of homelessness by studying the experiences of the homeless 
living in shelters. For instance, in Anucha’s (2010) qualitative study, the 
homeless who lived together in an apartment-styled homeless unit pointed out 
that while there were private bedrooms, one had to share communal facilities 
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like the living hall, kitchen and bathrooms. The homeless said that they had to 
“negotiate” their daily way of life to accommodate others and to avoid conflict, 
as they lived together and had to share the common spaces. All 12 of them felt 
that the place they were in was not a home; they were “housed but homeless.” 
Homeless children also had similar views (Kirkman, Keys, Bodzak & Turner, 
2010).Children who lived with their parents in homeless shelters envisioned 
home as a place where significant others lived, and one where there was 
personal space and privacy but these qualities were found wanting in the 
shelters. 
 The feeling of discomfort while living in shared premises has also been 
reported by the media among some families on the IRHS in Singapore. For 
instance, Sudderuddin (2011) reported that one of the older children living in an 
IRHS flat had expressed, “I like having my own privacy” even though her 
family was only sharing with one co-tenant family. However, the co-tenant 
family comprised five people. In addition, she pointed out, “I would get irritated 
because I had to wait to bathe.” Thus, there was also a need to cope with the 
negative feelings created by the sharing of common facilities 
The meaning of homelessness, as manifested by the lack of independence 
and control over one’s daily activities, and the desire for these qualities, has been 
a significant theme of some studies (Huang & Menke, 2001; Lewinson, 2010; 
Shier, Jones & Graham, 2010; Teater, 2009). Shier et al. (2010) found that the 
homeless living in shelters in Canada desired to have their own permanent home 
so that they could have the freedom to do as they wished, unlike their lives in the 
 35 
 
shelters. This was echoed in Lewinson’s (2010) study of homeless families who 
chose to stay in temporary accommodation like in low-end motels and hotels, to 
maintain their independence and be together, rather than splitting themselves up 
to live in shelters or imposing on family and friends by living with them. 
However, in exactly the opposite scenario, there were also homeless people who 
lived in shelters and even on the streets, but felt that these places were home. 
Thus, homelessness could be the subjective lived experiences of people. In short, 
home and its counterpart, homelessness, has physical and symbolic dimensions 
(Mallett, 2004; Moore, 2007; Somerville, 1992, 2013).  
 As briefly explained in the first chapter, homelessness could also be 
defined by the duration and frequency of being homeless (Haber & Toro, 2004; 
Lee, Tyler & Wright, 2010; Ravenhill, 2008). However, it remains difficult to 
decide on the length of time to be used to define homelessness. Based on the 
time dimension, there are those who are chronically homeless for long periods 
and those experiencing short-term homelessness. There are also those who face 
episodic homelessness. These people experience periods of being homeless, 
having a home, and then being homeless again.  
The Homeless: A Heterogeneous Population 
There is diversity among the homeless population as it consists of 
women, men, the aged, the young and so forth. This also makes it hard to have a 
specific definition of homelessness. The categorization of the homeless 
populations could be based on their demographic characteristics, such as 
homeless singles, homeless families headed by single mothers or single fathers, 
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homeless who are employed or those who are jobless, youths who have left 
home to be independent and have become homeless, the mentally ill who have 
no place to stay, homeless alcoholics, victims of domestic violence who have to 
seek refuge in a shelter, those released from prisons, and those who have been 
displaced due to natural disasters (Ahrentzen, 2003; Averitt, 2003; Bassuk & 
Geller, 2006; Haber & Toro, 2004; Iwata, 2010; Parsell, 2011; Schiff, 2007; 
Schindler & Coley, 2007; Shier et al., 2010, Shier, Jones & Graham, 2011; 
Sznajder-Murray & Slesnick, 2011; Toro, 2007). Even within each specific 
homeless population, there could be differentiation. For example, between a 
homeless person with a mental health issue and one without, a homeless 
individual with some kin support and one without, a homeless individual with 
diabetes but with kin support and one without, and so forth.  
Understanding the heterogeneity of the homeless is important for policy 
makers and service providers as each homeless population group has different 
needs and concerns. The human needs of the homeless can be broadly classified, 
for instance, nutrition, physical health, relational needs for friendship and 
emotional support, safety, financial assistance, counselling, education, 
employment, and medical and dental treatment. However, access to sources to 
meet these needs, and how the lives of the homeless can be transformed, differ 
for diverse groups of homeless people. It is thus not surprising that researchers 
have examined specific homeless groups in their studies.  Sudies (Bassuk & 
Geller, 2006; Caton et al., 2005; Martins, 2008; Moore, McArthur &  Noble-
Carr, 2011; Mustafa, 2004; Olivet, McGraw, Gradin & Bassuk, 2009; Reitzes et 
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al., 2011; Schindler & Coley, 2007; Song, 2008; Tischler, 2009; Walters, 2014) 
have been conducted on the homeless living on the streets and their health status, 
homeless single mothers who had been abused, the elderly homeless and their 
nutritional needs, homeless mothers who have been rehoused, and service 
providers working with the homeless in shelters, among others.  
 To add to the complexity of how to define who is homeless, some 
countries like Taiwan, Japan, the USA, and the UK have legal definitions of 
“homeless” (Cheng & Yang, 2011; Fitzpatrick; 2012; Iwata, 2010; Ravenhill, 
2008; Thompson & Pinder; 2011). For example, in the USA, the McKinney 
Homeless Assistance Act (1987) defines a homeless person as one who “spends 
seven consecutive nights in a car, abandoned building, public park, emergency 
shelter, non-residential building, or other unconventional residence” (Thompson 
& Pinder, 2011). 
 Laws can either criminalize the homeless or to enable them to receive 
social assistance. The legal definition of “homeless” depends on the perspective 
taken of the homeless and the prevailing norms of the country. These definitions 
can change over time. For instance, Taiwan (Cheng & Yang, 2011) had a law 
that criminalized the homeless (such as those loitering or sleeping in public 
areas) in the 1960s, and the homeless could be arrested and detained in facilities. 
However, in 1994, an ordinance for helping the homeless was passed. 
 In the Singapore context, there is no legal definition of a homeless 
person. The closest legal definition of a homeless person in Singapore is found 
in the Destitute Persons Act (1989) and even then, the term “homeless” is not 
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used (http://www.statutes.agc.gov.sg). The Act (Section 2) defines a destitute 
person as: 
Any person found begging in a public place in such a way as 
to cause or be likely to cause annoyance to persons 
frequenting the place or otherwise to create a nuisance; or  
any idle person found in a public place, whether or not he is 
begging, who has no visible means of subsistence or place of 
residence or is unable to give a satisfactory account of  
himself.  
Therefore, having no place to stay or being roofless in Singapore would 
be regarded as being homeless. The destitute person may consequently be 
admitted into a welfare home. However, while legal definitions can be useful, it 
is not necessary to have a law before assistance is given to the homeless. Many 
social services are provided to needy individuals and families without the 
enactment of laws. 
Despite the lack of a fixed definition of who is homeless and 
homelessness, there is consensus that the definition of a homeless person and the 
concept of homelessness, would vary primarily between developed and 
developing countries. In some developing countries, the poor who live in slums 
under dismal conditions that are worse than the conditions of shelters in 
developed countries would not regard themselves as homeless. However, 
through the lens of a developed country, they would be considered homeless 
(Biswas-Diener & Diener, 2006; Toro, 2007).  
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Studies (Clapham, 2003; Fitzpatrick, 2012; Iwata, 2010; McChesney, 
1995, Toro, 2007) have highlighted that the meaning of  homelessness is not 
only a function of factors like personal experiences, gender, class, culture or life 
cycle  but is also influenced by the inter-play of the political ethos, and legal, 
social and economic systems of a country. The researcher is of the view that one 
ought to take a wider interpretation of homelessness, and not just being literally 
homeless. In addition, one needs to consider the subjective experiences of the 
homeless in relation to where (country’s housing conditions, norms, laws, and so 
forth) they are located. 
Explanations and Pathways to Homelessness 
Just as there are different meanings attached to home, homelessness is a 
multifarious issue with no single explanation to account for it. Traditionally, 
explanations or pathways to homelessness have taken the agency (micro-level or 
individual) versus structure (macro-level) perspectives (Bone & O’Reilly, 2010; 
Bassuk, 2010; Clapham, 2003; Fitzpatrick, 2005; Haber & Toro, 2004; Lee et 
al., 2010; Pleace & Quilgars, 2003; Ravenhill, 2008; Shinn, 2007; Sparks, 2012). 
It is critical to understand the perspective as its inherent assumptions and values 
underpin the interpretation of the social issue, and the way policies, programs 
and services are devised. 
Agency factors are micro-level in nature, focussing on the characteristics 
of homeless persons or families (Bassuk et al., 2001; Clapham, 2003; 
Fitzpatrick, 2005; Haber & Toro, 2004; Lee et al., 2010; McChesney,1995; 
Ravenhill, 2008). The micro-level explanations center on the attributes and 
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conduct, especially the failings of the person. From this point of view, the cause 
of homelessness would include factors such as making a decision to cash out on 
one’s home for a profit without planning for the future, leading a lifestyle 
beyond one’s means, or being engaged in risky activities like gambling, drug 
taking or drinking. The homeless person is painted as being responsible for his 
or her plight. The derogatory terms used to describe the homeless like “useless”, 
“lazy”, and “incorrigible”, are an unintended consequence of certain studies, and 
perpetuated by more studies investigating the profile of the homeless, which 
found that that most of the homeless, especially the chronically homeless, have a 
history of substance abuse, incarceration, or violent behaviors, have a mental 
illness, or are unable to hold on to jobs. 
Inherent in the agency explanation is that if one is responsible for being 
homeless, one must therefore do something to extricate oneself from the 
situation. This perspective is limiting as it reinforces the negative stereotypes of 
the homeless and the message that they are undeserving of compassion and help. 
Such impressions influence the political and social climate regarding the extent 
and nature of intervention by the government and social services. On the other 
hand, the public’s perceptions could also be due to the government’s stance on 
homelessness, like making it illegal for people to sleep on the streets. The 
approach of labelling the homeless as deviants also ignores the possibility that 




At the other end of the argument is the view that homelessness is brought 
about by macro-level or structural factors (Bassuk et al., 2001; Clapham, 2003; 
Fitzpatrick, 2005; Haber & Toro, 2004; Lee et al., 2010; Ravenhill, 2008). The 
reasons for homelessness are due to imperfections in the social structures or 
systems in society which impede life and home ownership. Structural factors 
include an economic recession, inflation, the type of banking system, an 
inadequate social welfare system, or a lack of affordable housing. This view 
implicitly places the onus on the authorities to make policy and program changes 
in the economic, political, legal, housing, welfare and health spheres to address 
homelessness.  
From the structural perspective, the homeless are seen as passive and 
victims of circumstances beyond their control. Being blameless, the homeless 
deserve help and resources must be allocated to assist them to get out of their 
distressing situation. This approach ignores the fact that the homeless person 
may have a part to play in his or her predicament or has the power to transit out 
of homelessness (Bassuk et al., 2001; Bone & O’Reilly, 2010; Chapleau, 2010; 
Clapham, 2003; Hopper, 2003; Pleace & Quilgars, 2003; Ravenhill, 2008; 
Shinn, 2007). 
However, it is now recognised that the dichotomy between agency and 
structural causes is artificial as neither exist on its own, and each influences the 
other. Researchers (Clapham, 2003; Fitzpatrick, 2005; Haber & Toro, 2004; Lee 
et al., 2010; Neale, 1997; Nooe & Patterson, 2010; Ravenhill, 2008) agree that 
there is synergistic interaction between micro-level and macro-level factors. For 
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instance, risk factors like poor health, being a single parent, a history of being 
abused or alcoholism, can make one vulnerable to homelessness. These elements 
can intersect with macro-level forces like the lack of affordable housing and/or a 
recession leading to unemployment, and subsequently precipitate homelessness. 
There are also factors that do not fall so neatly into either perspective to explain 
homelessness. For instance, a person could be made homeless due to life events 
like domestic violence causing him or her to leave home. It is not a deliberate 
choice to be homeless when one leaves home for safety reasons. Another 
example would be children who are homeless. Children cannot be blamed for 
homelessness as their predicament is nested within their parents’ circumstances, 
and the parents’ conditions could in turn be due to a confluence of individual 
and structural factors. 
In the Singapore context, the media (Basu, 2010; Cheam, 2011; Mathi, 
2008; Ong, 2007; Quek; 2010) has reported that prior to being homeless, some 
of the families could not keep up with their mortgage payments and were in 
housing arrears. The breadwinners had lost their jobs, or committed themselves 
to bigger HDB flats with housing loans they could ill-afford, or could no longer 
keep up with payments with increased interest rates. With the families having 
over-extended themselves with housing loans and being unable to pay up, the 
homes were repossessed by the banks or HDB. There were also cases in which 
the families had to sell their home to pay off gambling or credit card debts. After 
selling their homes, the families found themselves homeless. Some resorted to 
living in parks, at the void decks of HDB flats, or at the beach. There were also 
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families who turned to relatives and stayed with them temporarily. This did not 
last long due to conflicts, feelings of embarrassment, or a space crunch in the 
relatives’ home.  
It has also been said that being homeless is a choice that some make in 
spite of alternative housing options available. Dr. Mohamad Maliki, then Senior 
Parliamentary Secretary (MND), Singapore, had remarked at a parliamentary 
sitting in 2009, some of the homeless in were so by choice as they could live 
with relatives, or find rental flats (MND, 2010; Mohamad Maliki, 2009; Nur 
Dianah Suhaimi & Sim, 2007; Ong, 2007). This sparked off criticisms that this 
was not the case for all homeless families. Some could be estranged from their 
family members, do not have sufficient cash to pay the initial rental deposit 
required by landlords, or feel embarrassed to approach their relatives for help. It 
could well be that their relatives choose to disassociate themselves from their 
homeless kin due to concerns about long-term dependency, the fact that their 
homes are already too small to accommodate them, or the fact that they are 
concerned with bread-and-butter issues of their own. For example, Quek (2010) 
reported on a family of four who moved into a relative’s home, after the family 
had housing arrears and had to sell their flat. The head of the household confided 
that he felt embarrassed having to do this. What added to the difficult situation 
was that with his family doubling-up there, there were 12 persons living in the 




Adding to the range of explanations on homelessness is the debate about 
whether being poor leads to homelessness, or if homelessness is a manifestation 
of extreme poverty. It is not clear if being poor is a cause or consequence of 
homelessness, for example, if a person is poor, he or she might not be able to 
afford to buy a home. However, there are also families who are in poverty and 
are not or do not end up being homeless. That said, it is recognised that being 
poor does increase one’s vulnerability to being homeless (Bassuk et al., 2001; 
Cohen, 2001; Fertig & Reingold, 2008; Lee et al., 2010; McArthur et al., 2006).  
 In terms of the homeless situation in Singapore, there were 217, 339 and 
264 homeless individuals in 2009, 2010 and 2011 respectively (MSF, 2012). 
With regard to homeless families, MSF assisted 72 families in 2009, 128 
families in 2010, 141 families in 2011, and 130 families in 2012 with shelter and 
support (MSF, 2012; 2013a). It is uncertain if there was an increase in the 
number of families with housing problems, or simply an increase in awareness 
of the help available. Most of these families who were assisted were low-income 
households. It was found that some of the families had sold their flats to resolve 
their financial problems like housing arrears and could not afford to purchase or 
rent another flat from the open market. Some homeless families could have 
stayed with their relatives but chose not to, whilst others could not do so due to 
strained family relationships (MND, 2010; MSF, 2012, 2013a; Peh, 2007; The 




 Since the introduction of the IRHS in 2009, 5,390 households have been 
on the Scheme. As of 11 March 2015, there were 1,140 households still on the 
IRHS. This is a very small number compared with the 908, 499 resident 
households living in HDB flats (HDB, 2014a, MND, 2015). Using this set of 
data as an indication of the extent of homelessness in Singapore, the number is 
small, and even smaller when compared with the absolute numbers of 
individuals and households who are homeless in other countries. For example, 
the Taiwanese government estimated that there were about 2,000 to 4,000 
homeless persons out of a total population of 23 million in 2008, while a 
researcher put the number of homeless to be about 14,000 in 1995 (Cheng & 
Yang, 2011). In the USA, it was estimated that about 159,000 families and 
360,000 children have experienced homelessness in 2008 (Weinreb, Rog & 
Henderson, 2010), and 610,042 persons out of about 317 million Americans 
might be homeless on any given night in 2013 (National Alliance To End 
Homelessness, 2014).  
 While the proportion of homeless families in Singapore is small relative 
to the entire population and compared with the numbers of homeless families in 
other countries, the absolute number of homeless families is still a cause for 
concern because of the negative effects of homelessness on their lives. Of even 
greater concern, beyond the absence of a shelter, is the negative impact of 
homelessness on the quality of life of the homeless, especially children 
(Anooshian, 2003; Gerwitz, DeGarmo, Plowman, August & Realmuto, 2009; 
Haber & Toro, 2004; Park, Fertig & Allison, 2011).  
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Transitions, Adjustments and Coping 
The homeless experience can be described as a process, with some 
periods being more vulnerable than others, as well as a journey of transitions as 
the homeless can have different types of living arrangements over time. Their 
life chances, in terms of their current well-being and future quality of life, can be 
bleak. This section synthesizes findings about the experiences of homelessness 
in terms of the risks and difficulties that permeate almost all spheres of homeless 
people’s lives, and how they adjust and cope.  
Physical health. Studies (Martins, 2008; Ravenhill, 2008; Thompson & 
Pinder, 2011; Walters, 2014) have noted that one of the difficulties faced by the 
homeless is meeting their basic needs for water, food, clothing, and a place to 
rest and seek refuge from inclement weather. The inability to meet these needs 
impact their overall physical health. The literally homeless who live on the 
streets face health and hygiene issues, thereby increasing their risk of falling 
sick. The harsh living conditions such as cold weather or high humidity, can 
exacerbate the poor state of health of those with pre-existing medical conditions.  
The effects of homelessness inevitably take a toll on the health, and 
mortality and morbidity rates of the homeless. For example, Burrows, Pleace 
and Quilgars (1997) found that the death rate for the literally homeless in the UK 
was 25 times higher than for the non-homeless. Hospital stays for the homeless 
were on average, four days longer than for the non-homeless with comparable 
medical conditions. The homeless who resided in shelters or transitional housing 
fared better than those literally homeless, as they had access to a place to rest 
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and food, or were at least able to cook simple meals (Martins, 2008; Moses, 
Kresky-Wolff, Bussuk & Brounstein, 2007; Nickasch & Marnocha, 2009). 
Unsurprisingly, evidence has shown that the homelessness has a 
deleterious effect on children’s health. Homeless children are more likely to be 
at risk of poor health than non-homeless children. For instance, a UK study 
(Mustafa, 2004) found that homeless children had four times as many respiratory 
infections, five times as many stomach and diarrhoeal infections and more 
emergency hospitalisations compared with non-homeless children. The ill-health 
of children could be caused by the conditions of their accommodation (like a 
shelter). It has been observed that some homeless shelters are overcrowded, lack 
proper heating, or are not well-maintained (Parks et al., 2011).  
The physical needs of the homeless include safety in the shelter and the 
surroundings, wherever they might live. Homeless mothers have expressed 
worries about their children’s safety in the shelter (Paquett & Bassuk, 2009; 
Schindler & Coley, 2007; Teater, 2009; Tischler, Rademeyer & Vostanis, 2007). 
In Teater’s study (2009), homeless mothers searching for permanent housing 
based the selection of their new home on the quality of the neighborhood. They 
rated safety in the neighborhood as a priority. 
Physical safety was also observed to be a major issue for the homeless 
living on the streets; however, there were gender differences with regard to the 
need for physical safety (La Gory, Fitzpatrick & Wright, 2001; Ravenhill, 2008; 
Song, 2008; Williams & Stickley, 2010). Women were more likely to fall prey 
to sexual crimes if they were street sleepers. They sometimes resorted to 
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protecting themselves by dressing in bulky clothes, dressing down so that they 
looked unattractive or dressing like a man. In a study by Williams and Stickley 
(2010), a female homeless research participant revealed that she faced sexual 
harassment from men who asked if she would want payment for performing 
sexual services. On the other hand, it seems that society tends to see men as 
being able to fend for themselves. Nevertheless, roofless men have reported 
being assaulted by youths when they slept in the streets. Thus while homeless 
men might not be sexually harassed, they do experience physical violence   
Emotional and social health. In addition to physical vulnerabilities, 
homelessness has negative consequences on a person’s emotional and social 
health. The homeless have reported feeling anxious due to worries about 
meeting daily needs. Some homeless single mothers felt that they could not 
share their feelings or worries freely for fear of affecting their children (Paquett 
& Bassuk, 2009; Ravenhill, 2008; Schindler & Coley, 2007; Tischler et al., 
2007; Washington, 2002). The self-esteem of the homeless has also been 
affected by derogatory terms such as “dirty”, “unfit” and “lazy”. These labels 
reinforce the negative way the homeless are treated. For example, in a two-year 
ethnographic study by Reitzes, Crimmins, Yarbrough and Parker (2011), a 
homeless man felt that he was treated as an “out-group” – the  example cited was 
that when the researcher took him to a cafe for a drink, the barista passed him 
and his order over three times. The homeless were already embarrassed by their 
plight, and the lack of compassion and condescending manner in which they 
were treated lowered their self-esteem and made them feel sad and lonely. Some 
 49 
 
who were depressed also harboured suicidal thoughts (Martins, 2008; Nickasch 
& Marnocha, 2009; Reitzes et al., 2011; Williams and Stickley, 2010). 
Like their parents, children from homeless families have experienced 
mental and emotional difficulties (Huang & Menke, 2001; Tischler, Karim, 
Rustall, Gregory & Votanis, 2004). One of the sources of anxiety for children 
was living in homeless shelters and having to cope in such living arrangements. 
Shelter life was not easy for the children as they had to live in cramped spaces, 
and some children in shelters in the UK, and the USA said that the premises 
were cold and had bugs. The situation was made more complicated by the need 
to obey shelter rules lest they be asked to leave. Life could also be chaotic with 
strangers moving in and out, and some tenants could be violent. Homeless 
children thus experienced higher levels of anxiety and depression than non-
homeless children. The children from homeless families have also said that they 
were teased and jeered by their school mates for living in shelters, making them 
feel inferior. It was found that some homeless children, probably as a 
consequence of homelessness, exhibited behavioural problems like aggression, 
hyperactivity and impulsivity. This in turn affected their academic achievements 
and their relationships with peers and teachers. 
 It was also observed that the physical restrictions found in homeless 
shelters or shared housing also affected children’s social development 
(Anooshian, 2003; Mustafa, 2004; Schindler & Coley, 2007). This was because 
the physical confines of the shelter or the shelter rules did not allow the children 
to have the freedom to run around or play freely. For example, in Schindler and 
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Coley’s study (2007), a father expressed that there was limited space for young 
children to play in the homeless shelter. Not only were the children not able to 
play freely, they had to keep their voices down as there were other tenants in the 
shelter who might have been annoyed. 
Loss of privacy, autonomy, control and comfort. There were definite 
challenges to living in a shelter, and other types of shared accommodation with 
relatives and especially, strangers. A major theme that emerged regarding the 
experiences of the homeless was coping with the loss of privacy and control as 
they carried out their daily activities in transitional housing and shelters. Those 
in shared housing units or shelters said that while they had the semblance of a 
home to live in, it was just not “home” (Anucha, 2010; Schindler & Coley, 2007; 
Shier et al., 2010).  
As pointed out by Somerville (1992) and Mallett (2004), the meaning of 
home encompasses privacy, a sense of control and being able to include or 
exclude people from one’s activities; however, these are not possible in shelters 
or shared housing. The loss of privacy and control was felt by both fathers and 
mothers of homeless single parent families, as well as homeless individuals 
(Anucha, 2010; Schindler & Coley, 2007; Shier et al., 2010; Tischler et al., 
2007). There was great discomfort living in the shelters, as the use of shared 
amenities like the kitchen and bathrooms, which used to be private activities, 
was now brought out into the public realm. The level of comfort of living in 
shelters or shared accommodation also depended on the quality of the facility,  
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and the type of tenants one had to live with. Other problems in shared housing 
were that food in the common fridge and personal belongings could go missing. 
One could neither control nor demarcate shared spaces in the facility, nor keep 
an eye on one’s belongings all the time. 
Parenting, children, and employment concerns. Studies (Averitt, 
2003; Bassuk & Geller, 2006; Fertig & Reingold, 2008; Paquett & Bassuk, 
2009; Schindler & Coley, 2007; Tischler et al., 2007, Tischler 2009) revealed 
that while shelters for the homeless offered the families some level of stability, 
life in shelters could disrupt parenting and diminish parental authority in 
surprising ways. Homeless parents revealed that rules in the shelters superseded 
what they would have wanted their children to do and interfered with how they 
would have liked family routines to be, for instance, a single mother said that 
she could not decide when her children could take their baths after returning 
from school, as she had to comply with the rules set by the shelters about bath 
times and meal times. The parents felt disempowered, and that they had lost 
parental authority over their children. The children were also well aware of the 
situation. Besides this, homeless single mothers have pointed out that the shelter 
staff and other mothers interfered with their parenting, as parenting was now in 
the public domain. They found it hard to parent freely as they were subject to 
criticisms from others 
On concerns about their children, some homeless parents have reported 
difficulties in parenting children who presented challenging behaviors (Huang & 
Menke, 2001; Tischler et al., 2004). The children’s behavioral issues could be a 
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manifestation of their attempts to cope with life in the shelter. The factors 
affecting the children’s quality of life are complex; their quality of life could be 
due to a combination of factors such as coping with their parents’ mental state, 
poverty and access to services.  
In addition, some homeless parents were worried about the cognitive 
development of their children who tended to have lower levels of academic 
achievement (Anooshian, 2003; Lee et al., 2010; Mustafa, 2004; Parks et al., 
2011). Homeless children were found to suffer from many speech and 
stammering problems, six times as many as non-homeless children. This is no 
surprise as they are more likely to miss school than other children, due to the 
disruption caused by moving into and between temporary accommodations. 
However, it has also been found that once homeless children were settled in 
stable accommodation, they could do well in school like other children.  
 Another area that parents were concerned about was the lack of stable 
child-care arrangements in the shelter (Paquett & Bassuk, 2009; Schindler & 
Coley, 2007; Tischler et al., 2007). This affected their plans to find employment 
and to be financially able, and eventually to be able to rent or buy their own 
home. Exacerbating this impediment were some of the rules set by shelters that 
affected their efforts to find employment and be financially independent, for 
instance the rule that their children had to be supervised at all times while in the 
shelter, or the rule that other homeless parents could not help look after one’s 
children if one had to leave the shelter to attend job interviews or run errands. 
The goals of becoming independent and moving out of homelessness are  
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consistent with what social workers and shelter staff desire for the homeless. 
However, there seemed to be a lack of congruence between the goals and the 
means to achieve them.  
In Singapore, the issue of co-sharing with strangers in an IRHS flat has 
been raised with the view that such co-sharing is unsuitable for children. A 
Member of Parliament (MP)
2
 had said, “I cannot imagine how school-going 
children can study, and how parents can keep their children safe while living 
with strangers” (Chin & Sudderuddin, 2011). A parent on the IRHS pointed out, 
“I have got a 17-year old [sic]daughter, I go to work and worry about the safety 
of my children alone at home” as her co-tenant would walk around bare-bodied 
in the flat (Lim, 2012).  
The issue of employment has been found to be another issue faced by the 
homeless. It was of special concern to men as they tended to tie their identity 
and self-worth to work (Paquett & Bassuk, 2009; Schindler & Coley, 2007; 
Tischler et al., 2007). Homeless men were concerned about fulfilling the 
gendered role of being the head of household, which meant being the 
breadwinner of the family. They often struggled with the loss of identity arising 
from not being able to be a provider. For homeless fathers especially, finding a 
stable job was of utmost importance. Fathers in homeless families said that they 
experienced a double dose of stigmatization. They felt that they were not 
respected by the staff working in the shelter as they were not only homeless, but 
                                                          
2
 Member of Parliament (MP) –a person who acts as a bridge between the community and government by ensuring that 
the concerns of their constituents are heard. The majority of the MPs are elected into Parliament in Singapore on a first-
past-the post basis. An MP can be either elected, non-constituency or nominated. 
http://www.parliament.gov.sg/members--parliament.      
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homeless males. In a study of homeless males aged between 55 and 70 years by 
Davis-Berman (2011), the findings were that the men desired to find 
employment and their frustration was not being to find work due to their age. 
This study thus challenges the myth that the homeless are lazy and unmotivated 
to work. 
Social networks and support. Exiting homelessness can be facilitated 
by social networks and support. It has been found that social networks and 
support are protective factors in preventing homelessness as well as providing 
post-shelter stability (Paquett & Bassuk, 2009; Canton et al., 2005; Schindler & 
Coley, 2007; Tischler et al., 2007). Support from family and friends was an 
important resource as they could provide tangible assistance like accommodation 
and finances, as well as intangible benefits like emotional support. Some 
homeless families had emotional support from their family and friends, and 
wished to cultivate or continue their relationships with them while living in the 
homeless shelter. However, the rules of shelter life could inadvertently 
discourage the maintenance and development of informal social support.  
While one study by Cook-Craig and Koebly (2011) showed that living in 
shelters did not necessarily weaken the support networks that the homeless had, 
other studies showed otherwise. For instance, in Anucha’s study (2010), a young 
divorced father who lived in a homeless shelter said that he could not bring his 
children (whom his wife had custody of) over to the shelter so that he could 
spend time with them. Other homeless persons (Anucha, 2010; Cook-Craig & 
Koebly, 2011; Tischler et al., 2007) have mentioned that they could not invite 
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friends and relatives who provided them with emotional support over to the 
shelter. The reasons were that apart from the lack of space, there was the 
niggling fear of tenants complaining about visitors, subsequently leading to 
conflicts, and the possibility of being embarrassed by the behavior of other 
homeless tenants. 
For homeless children, it was found that they had less external social 
support than adults as their social circle was smaller (Anooshian, 2003; Lee et 
al., 2010; Mustafa; 2004; Parks et al., 2011). Their external support was drawn 
mainly from school if they managed to develop friendships with school mates, 
and if teachers were aware of their predicament. However, the movement of a 
homeless family from place to place prevented the children from making friends, 
and developing friendships further. The children also reported experiencing 
psychological and social isolation as their peers made fun of them or avoided 
them. Some of the children coped by withdrawing while others could react by 
being aggressive. Evidence has shown that children who are socially isolated are 
more likely to be at risk of adjustment difficulties and adult psychopathology in 
later life.  
Despite the issues faced in shelter life, it was better to be in a shelter than 
not having a place to live in (Shier et al., 2011; Tischler et al., 2007). Some of 
the homeless said that they did find shelters valuable in providing them with 
emotional support, advice, employment links and financial resources. Some of 
them also reported finding emotional support among the other homeless people 
in the shelter. The support from their fellow homeless friends could provide 
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comfort, as a non-homeless person would not be able to fully appreciate the 
experience of homelessness.  
Stigmatisation and social exclusion. Undoubtedly, one of the painful 
experiences faced by the homeless has been coping with the negative social 
identity ascribed to them (Cheng & Yang 2011; Hearth, 1996; Klodawsky, 
Farrell & D’Aubry, 2002; Nickasch & Marnocha, 2009). The fact that the 
literally homeless do not have a place to rest and clean up invariably affect their 
physical appearance and personal hygiene, which in turn reinforces the negative 
image of the homeless. Some of the homeless have mentioned that they felt 
stressed and depressed about how people judged them. Many rough sleepers 
expressed their disappointment and sadness on how they had been criticized and 
belittled. They explained that they could not help looking unkempt or smelling 
bad as they lived only with their clothes on their backs.  
Specific homeless groups like the mentally ill, ex-prisoners and 
alcoholics have been labelled trouble-makers, unsafe as well as undeserving of 
assistance It is not only members of the public or businesses who look at the 
homeless disapprovingly. Some of the homeless related that they were not 
treated with respect, and were discriminated against by the social and health 
service professionals they sought assistance from (Averitt, 2003; Martins, 2008; 
Nickasch & Marnocha, 2009; Reitzes et al., 2011; Shier et al., 2010; Tischler & 
Votanis, 2007; Williams & Stickley, 2010). For example, Averitt (2003) 
observed that mothers with young children in a shelter felt that those who were 
supposed to care about them did not seem to show it. This could in part, be due 
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to the fact that the staff had to enforce rules in the shelter and thus came across 
as being unhelpful. Martins’ study (2008) revealed that some of the homeless 
shared that they were completely ignored at the emergency treatment room, even 
after others had already been attended to.  
It is recognized that there is an inherent power imbalance between 
service providers and homeless clients who already lack resources. The speech 
and actions of service providers, whether intended or not, could drive a wedge 
between them and the homeless clients. Some might say that perhaps the 
homeless were too sensitive or self-conscious, reading too much into the 
interactions with or actions of service providers. On the other hand, it could be 
true that professionals were either unaware of their actions or unconscious of 
possible biases they had against the homeless. 
The feeling of being a failure has also been expressed by the employed 
homeless (Nickasch & Marnocha, 2009; Shier et al., 2010; Sznajder-Murray & 
Slesnick, 2011). They felt that people looked at them differently after finding out 
that they were homeless although they were economically active. It was as 
though they were not to be trusted as they did not have a permanent address. 
This perhaps suggests the importance of home and its association with stability.   
The avoidance of and disdain towards people who are homeless could 
possibly be due to the consequences of by-laws or regulations enacted by a 
country about what are acceptable and unacceptable behaviours (Amster, 2003; 
Lee et al., 2010; Ravenhill, 2008). For instance, Laurenson and Collins (2007) 
found that regulations which prohibited certain actions such as no sleeping in 
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public areas, unauthorized camping, and begging, criminalized these activities, 
and reinforced the negativity towards the homeless who engaged in them.   
Additionally, prejudice and fear of the homeless could be fuelled by the 
way the media portrays them (Schneider, Chamberlain & Hodgetts, 2010; Forte, 
2002; Klodawsky et al, 2002). For instance, a Canadian study done by 
Klodawsky et al. (2002) found that not only did the major newspapers feature 
negative pictures of the homeless in Ottawa, the news items also tended to 
describe the homeless as being disengaged males instead of describing the 
diversity of homeless populations, or that the homeless had psychosocial 
difficulties. The homeless were stereotyped as resistant to change or unable to 
make decisions. The newspapers also depicted the homeless as a difficult group 
who needed to be regulated to maintain social order in society. These images did 
not provide a realistic and complete picture of the homeless who are a 
heterogeneous group, or suggest that many homeless individuals and families are 
trying to move out of homelessness. On the other hand, the media in San 
Francisco that took a neutral position regarding the homeless enabled them to 
maintain a sense of identity (Forte, 2002). Therefore, the media does wield 
considerable influence on public attitudes towards the homeless, being able to 
change them with the stroke of a pen. 
“Not-in-my-backyard”syndrome. Stigmatization by the public could 
lead to further social exclusion of the homeless from society and increase their 
vulnerability. This has implications for a government’s decision to fund, set up 
and find a location for services for the homeless. The authorities could also 
 59 
 
experience challenges managing public reactions to the homeless. A study by 
Cohen, Mulroy, Tull, White and Crowley (2004) found that negativity towards 
the homeless led to “Not in-my-backyard” syndrome or “NIMBY” for short, 
when residents and business operators did not want facilities for the homeless to 
be sited where they lived. While people might be compassionate towards the 
homeless, there was a difference if they were sited too near for comfort. Amster 
(2003) noted that there was policing of the activities of the homeless and “social 
hygiene” efforts to clear the homeless in US cities like Houston, New Orleans 
and Philadelphia.  
Rejection of the homeless and NIMBYism is not peculiar to the West. 
This was also documented in Cheng and Yang’s study (2010) on the homeless in 
Taiwan - two incidents of public uproar and NIMBYism towards homeless 
people. The first case involved residents in a local community who asked 
voluntary welfare agencies providing services to the homeless to move out of 
their community, for fear that the presence of the homeless in their 
neighbourhood would devalue their properties, and affect their public health (as 
the homeless were usually unkempt and had poor hygiene). The second case was 
a large- scale protest by the residents of a locality in 2008, when they heard that 
the government had plans to convert a disused public building into an 
emergency shelter to assist the homeless. In the end, the proposed shelter had to 
be abandoned.  
Coping resources and strategies. An appreciation of the painful 
experiences of the homeless needs to be balanced by insights into what has 
 60 
 
helped them through. Certainly, the survival of the homeless amidst 
stigmatization and lack of resources speak volumes about their coping abilities 
and strengths. Studies (Biswas-Diener & Diener, 2006; Boss, 2002, McCubbin 
et al., 1980; Tischler, 2009; Tischler & Votanis, 2007) of stress and coping have 
shown that people deal with difficulties and crises through an internal means of 
changing their cognitive and emotional responses to suit the situation, tapping 
external resources available, and taking practical steps to transit out of their 
crisis. Some of the coping strategies have been mentioned in the earlier section, 
together with the risks that accompany homelessness. More information about 
the coping strategies used by the homeless will be presented here.  
One of the difficulties that the homeless have to cope with is 
stigmatization by society and its detrimental effects on their self-worth. Studies   
(Boydell et al., 2000; Hill, 2003; Ravenhill, 2008; Williams & Stickely, 2011) 
have revealed a repertoire of interesting identity coping strategies used by the 
homeless. One identity maintenance strategy used by the homeless was changing 
the way they viewed themselves by affirming their personal positive attributes, 
like being kind, hardworking, and honest. Some coped by taking on the persona 
of being better than other homeless persons, for instance, being cleaner, more 
motivated, or were employed, or refusing to beg like some others. Others chose 
to keep to themselves. The homeless thus adopted a form of identity hierarchy or 
pecking order as a way of coping. Whether one agrees with or disapproves of 
these thought processes or coping strategies, these are rational choices made by 
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the homeless to help them to feel less troubled, and find stability in their 
identity.  
Other coping methods were reframing their life circumstances, and 
having hope (Averitt, 2003; Herth, 1996, 1998; Hill, 2003; La Gory et al., 1998; 
Swick, 2005; Tischler & Votanis, 2007; Williams & Stickley, 2011). Some of 
the homeless rationalized their period of homelessness as one of the down 
periods people face in life, in other words, believing that all people go through 
hard times. There was also the belief that this period of homelessness would not 
be permanent, and that there was hope for something better. Hope has been 
found to provide psychological and physiological defences in a crisis or difficult 
times, and this was also found to be the case with the homeless. Hope could 
come from a belief in God, prayer, optimism that people would see them 
differently, or hope objects like letters, songs or toys for children. 
As to how the literally homeless coped with few or no resources, and 
losing their identity, going from somebody to nobody, Ravenhill (2008) noted 
that one just had to learn how to be a homeless person by behaving like one. A 
newly roofless person would have needed to acknowledge his new status of 
being homeless (cognitive change) and then learn to be like one (action-
oriented). One had little choice but to change one’s self-concept lest these 
emotional struggles hinder the basic need and vital ability to survive on the 
streets. From observations and following other homeless persons regarding what 
to do, the “newly minted” homeless could learn how and where to find food, 
shelter and so forth. Cloke, May and Johnsen (2010) have termed these homeless 
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actions of moving around the city and public spaces to meet their needs, earn a 
living, and seek some quiet or leisure, as “tactical rationalities”.  
According to Ravenhill (2008), while the transition to homelessness was 
a painful process especially being out on the streets sleeping on the first night, it 
was not that difficult. One could learn survival skills and be acclimatized to 
street homelessness within a short period of three days. However, once one 
became chronically homeless, it was hard to re-learn social skills which one 
previously had prior to homelessness. This poses a challenge when trying to 
reintegrate into the community. 
Being generally shunned by society, the homeless have coped by looking 
for support from their fellow homeless persons who shared similar challenges. In 
a study by Reitzes et al., (2011) it was observed that the homeless people would 
gather at a park. These included the homeless residing in sheltered housing or 
other places, who would make the effort to travel by public transport to the park 
to meet with their friends. The homeless looked to each other for 
companionship, as was evident in their eating together, sharing food, having 
conversations (for example, sharing tips to avoid getting a cold), and playing 
cards and chess. They built a little community, looking out for each other with 
some assuming a new role and identity in the homeless community, like being a 
buddy to help others who were less resourceful getting clothing and food. 
However, whilst there was some camaraderie, there was still some element of 
distrust as the homeless people probably did not know each other that well.  
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A large body of research (Bassuk & Geller, 2006; Cheng & Yang, 2010; 
Cohen et al., 2004; Deverteuil, 2005; Martins, 2008; Olsson & Nordfeldt, 2008;  
Ravenhill, 2008; Reitzes et al., 2011; Sznajder-Murray and Slesnick, 2011; 
Teater, 2009; Tischler et al., 2004; Tischler et al., 2007; Washington, 2002; 
Weinberg, Rog & Henderson, 2010; Yoon, Ju & Kim, 2011) has shown that 
access to external informal resources like family and friends, and formal social, 
health and housing services have enabled many of the homeless to get through 
their difficulties. The homeless who lacked family support or were estranged 
from their family naturally looked to their homeless friends in the shelters or the 
streets, for advice and emotional support. They also tended to rely more on 
formal social service agencies for assistance with aspects like clothing, food, 
employment, and finances. Housing support services and social assistance 
programmes, albeit in different forms such as housing subsidies and vouchers, 
employment training, and life skills like budgeting, have been instrumental in 
helping the homeless to find permanent accommodation and cope with issues 
like unemployment, ill-health, and so on. For instance, the Housing First 
approach in the USA aims to provide homeless persons with housing as soon as 
possible, and specialized programs are offered to them on a need basis (National 
Alliance to End Homelessness, 2014). 
It has been noted that for children from homeless families, emotional 
support from parents and their own siblings was a protective factor for them 
(Anooshian, 2003; Huang & Menke, 2001). Children from homeless families, 
especially younger ones, said they coped by turning to their parents for 
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emotional support. This is natural and inevitable as they do not have external 
support networks to turn to. They are usually isolated from other relatives and do 
not have the opportunity to develop close friendships with classmates. The 
children also learnt to protect themselves from being bullied or jeered in school 
by staying away from those who hurt them.  
Interestingly, a study by Moore et al. (2011) revealed that children were 
worried and fearful about being around social services. While they benefited 
from casework, they felt anxious and vulnerable around service providers as 
they were concerned about how service providers viewed their parents. The 
children said that they were cautious and afraid of sharing too much of their 
feelings and frustrations with the social service staff, for fear that the staff would 
think badly of their parents or have them removed from their families. The 
children mentioned that they looked at what the parents could do and did do, 
rather than what they were not able to do, which was what they felt that service 
providers tended to look at. They very much wanted social service providers to 
know that they felt their parents were doing their best under trying 
circumstances.  
It would appear that the homeless who are marginalized and 
misunderstood are generally a depressed and powerless group. However, this is 
not entirely true. In a comparative study by Biswas-Diener and Diener (2006, pp. 
199-202) of three groups of homeless from Calcutta in India, and California and 
Portland in the USA, it was found that despite the difficulties and lack of 
resources, the homeless reported being highly satisfied with themselves in terms 
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of “material needs, morality, intelligence and physical appearance”. This could 
be attributed to a few factors like the effectiveness of coping strategies, having 
low expectations and thus being content with what they had, or having good 
emotional support that alleviated their misery.   
In fact, the status of being homeless could be a source of power; one 
could exploit the status of being homeless to get what one wanted. For instance, 
some of the homeless in Singapore coped with their situation and their wish for a 
home by using the media to embarrass and put pressure on the government. 
According to Dr. Vivian Balakrishnan, then Minister (MSF), Singapore, some of 
the homeless used “emotional blackmail” to get what they wanted. They had 
threatened to sleep in the public and call the media to take photographs, with the 
intention of pressurizing the government to give them what they wanted (Cai, 
2010). While this strategy is not backed up by local empirical findings, it 
suggests that the homeless are not as weak as they might appear.  
Another testimony to the capabilities and perhaps the power of the 
homeless can be found in Dignity Village (DV), Portland, Oregon. DV was 
formed by the homeless themselves, to provide transitional housing for homeless 
males. A self-governing body comprising the homeless, it has managed to get 
the support of the local authorities to set up homes at a site with self-contained 
facilities like bath facilities, recreational spaces, and even internet access. DV 
also has its own website, explaining what it is all about and how one could 




Conceptual Framework to Guide Study 
 The literature review has shown that homelessness is more than the 
absence of a place to live. It is a psycho-social-spatial concept shaped by wider 
ecological factors like the culture, laws and norms of a country. In addition, the 
homeless population is heterogeneous, and each group has different needs and 
face multiple stressors. The problems faced include the lack of food and shelter, 
worries about their children’s development and educational needs, the loss of 
complete control, autonomy and privacy, being stigmatized, and so forth. The 
homeless have used different coping methods and resources such as reframing 
their situation, or taking concrete steps like seeking social services, and turning 
to fellow homeless persons to meet their needs and deal with challenges.  
 The literature review also showed that the coping experiences of the 
homeless are affected by the availability of community support, and larger 
societal structures like norms, history and national policies. For instance, 
policies that make sleeping in public an offence can shape the public’s 
perception that homeless people are criminals. Thus while homelessness is 
personally felt, it is not entirely private, as environmental or ecological factors 
play a role in shaping the experience.   
 Based on existing literature findings, and the aims of the study to 
examine the experiences of homeless families and the possibility of uncovering 
their resiliency, the researcher decided to use stress and coping models/theories 
to guide the study. The concepts of stress, coping, resources inherent in these 
models/theories provide a good foundation to explore what homeless families go 
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through. In considering the choice of models/theories, the concepts of individual 
characteristics, resources, and other factors in the wider systems that are outside 
the family but still related to it need to be inherent in the models and theories 
used to investigate the experiences of the homeless.   
Theoretical Models – ABC-X Family Stress Model, Contextual Model of 
Family Stress, and Stress, Appraisal and Coping Theory 
Taking into consideration extant research, theoretical, conceptual and 
methodological issues, and the aims of this study, a conceptual framework was 
developed to guide the study. Hills’s foundational or classic ABC-X Family 
Stress Model (1958, 1949/1971 as cited in (Boss,2002, p. 46; Lavee, McCubbin 
& Patterson, 1985; McCubbin, 1979; McCubbin et al., 1980), the Contextual 
Model of  Family Stress by Boss (2002), and the Stress, Appraisal and Coping 
Theory by Lazarus and Folkman (Lazarus, 1993a; 1993b; 2000; Lazarus & 
Folkman 1984; Tischler, 2009) were found to be suitable to guide the study as 
these theories/models incorporated systemic elements such as kinship ties, 
housing and welfare policies, and other resources in the community and society 
at large, in addition to personal factors like the family’s characteristics and 
resources available within the family. The researcher synthesized the key 
concepts from these three models/theories into the conceptual framework. 
 The classic ABC-X Family Stress Model by Hill (as cited in Boss, 2002; 
Price & Price, 2010) can be basically explained by two theoretical statements. 
The first statement relates to the period of crisis faced; A (the life event), 
interacting with B (the family’s resources or strengths) and C (the perception of 
the life event), defines or produces X (if the life event is seen as a stress or 
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crisis). The second statement is that the course of family adjustments to the 
stress or crisis involves a period of disorganisation, an angle of recovery, and 
finally, the family reaching a new level of equilibrium or regenerative power. 
The family adjustments encompass the use of resources and/or coping strategies 
taken to address homelessness and the issues related to it. This classic model has 
a close relationship with social work, as Hill first presented his model to social 
workers in 1957.  
 One of the limitations of Hill’s (1958) model is the relatively linear 
relationship between the stressor event and coping with it through the use of 
resources. Another limitation is that the ABC-X Family Stress Model focuses on 
pre-crisis factors and not post-crisis factors. In addition, the model focusses on a 
single stressor affecting the family but a family could be dealing with more than 
one stressor at the same time. The nature of event that caused the stress can also 
change over time, and thus one’s resources and coping strategies could change 
over time. The classic model has been revised and expanded by researchers over 
the years. Nevertheless, the relevance and legacy of the ABC-X Family Stress 
Model is that it brings to focus, the relationship between the stressor and coping 
by tapping on resources.  
 The classic model has been used by scholars like Boss (2002) as the basis 
to study family stress management. The researcher had also used Boss’s (2002) 
Contextual Model of Family Stress which was based on the ABC-X Family 
Stress Model, to develop the conceptual framework for this study on 
homelessness. This model takes into consideration, first, the different types of 
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life events that a family could experience as a stress or crisis. Second, stress is 
viewed as a continuous variable rather than a discrete one, and third, it considers 
the environment in which a person or family operates and how it affects coping. 
Boss (2002) added contextual factors in her model; the factors in the internal and 
external contexts need to be taken into account when examining the meaning of 
the life event and how people cope (that is, with homelessness in this study).  
 Lazarus and Folkman (1984) have defined coping as a process and a 
cognitive activity or assessment of the situation. Thus, a person would first 
consider the nature of the life situation, if it was of concern, and then assess if a 
response was required. If a response was required, efforts would be made to 
manage the demands of the stressor. One would engage in coping activities or 
behaviour after making an appraisal of the life event. The coping responses 
could be emotion-focused in nature such as reframing the situation, or problem-
focused or behavioral in nature such as finding disused premises as a form of 
shelter from inclement weather. Folkman (2010) has added that one could also 
engage in meaning-focused strategies which aim to regulate positive emotions 
during difficult times as positive and negative emotions can co-occur at the same 
time. Lazarus and Folkman (1984) have also pointed out the importance of 
“context” in terms of paying attention to the bi-directional relationship between 
the person/family and society. 
 The constructs in these models/theories on stress and coping have 
heuristic value, and were not applied in a mechanical or linear fashion in the 
study. The principles of the models/theoretical frameworks used in the study  
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interact with each other. One of the principles that the models/theories share is 
that the homeless person or family is an active agent, able to make choices and 
take action to deal with life events, both positive and negative ones.  
 Another related principle is that there is interaction between the person or 
family and his/their internal and the external environment. The literature 
reviewed indicated that while the homeless face risks that permeate almost all 
spheres of their lives, they do possess resources and deploy coping strategies that 
enable them to manage their difficulties. The homeless are active and resilient, 
as evident in their ability to survive homelessness. The stress, appraisal, coping-
cum- resource theoretical models are thus useful for understanding homeless 
families, how they perceive their life circumstances, and affect the coping 
strategies and resources used.  
 As each stress and coping model/theory has its limitations, the researcher 
had synthesized relevant stress and coping concepts from the three 
models/theory in the conceptual framework to suit the aims of the study. The 
three key inter-dependent concepts inherent in the models/theories are stress and 
stressors, coping and resources:  
 Stress and Stressor(s). On the concept of stress, Boss (2002), and 
Lazarus and Folkman (1984) refer to stress as a particular relationship between a 
person and his environment, and which taxes his resources and affects his well-
being. There is some disequilibrium in the person’s life. Lazarus and Folkman 
(1984) also add that stress should not be seen just as a variable, but a as “a rubic 
consisting of many variables and processes” (p. 12). Stressors are  events or 
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situations that are stressful or cause a disequilibrium. A stressor event provokes 
some changes in the family system. The life events that bring about stress could 
be normative and predictable in nature (like marriage, pregnancy, and becoming 
parents), situational and unexpected (unemployment or an illness), clear (loss of 
a limb in an accident) or ambiguous (loss of a family member in a tsunami, after 
which the person still cannot be found). According to Boss (2002), there is a 
distinction between a stress and crisis, as stress could be neutral. During a period 
of stress, the family, being in a state of “disturbance”, might function differently. 
This could be akin to facing pull and push factors in life. Boss (2002) was of the 
view that family stress need not lead to a crisis.  In the case of a crisis, the life 
event could lead to a sense of being so overwhelmed, that the person or family 
can only function at a level lower than before.  
 Lazarus (1993a, 1993b), and Lazarus and Folkman (1984) viewed stress 
as a deviation from a steady state. Lazarus and Folkman (1984) take a relational 
definition of stress, that is, the meaning that the stressor or the stressful 
situation/event has on the person or family. There could be different meanings or 
interpretations of stress; depending on one’s appraisal of the situation and 
resources. When faced with a stressful situation or stressor, one would engage in 
primary and secondary appraisal, and a re-appraisal of the stress. In primary 
appraisal, one would assess the nature of the stress on one’s well-being. This 
would be followed by secondary appraisal, in which one would assess how one 
could deal with the stress. One would then re-appraise the stress and 
circumstances based on new information, or after something had been done 
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about it. A person could see the stress as harmful (psychological damage that has 
already been done), a threat (anticipation of harm that has not yet been inflicted 
but may be imminent), or a challenge (demands that one faces that are difficult 
but one could be confident about overcoming the circumstances by mobilizing 
and utilizing coping resources).  
 One could also examine stressful events from the time perspective, how 
long it lasts. In addition, one could view a stressor as an isolated event or a 
situation in which there are many stressors co-occurring at the same time. 
Stressors could also come, one after another. Managing more than one stressor at 
the same time can be overwhelming for the family.  
 Coping. The second concept refers to the responses to the stressor after 
an appraisal has been made. The responses could be cognitive, emotive and/or 
behavioural in nature. Lazarus and Folkman (1984) conceptualized coping as a 
process that was dynamic in nature, as one would continually assess the 
demands of the stressor and one’s ability to manage the stressor using resources. 
Boss (2002), and Lazarus and Folkman (1984) also recognized that it was 
important to pay attention to the context in which coping took place. For 
instance, Lazarus (2000) stated that in stress, coping and appraisal, there was a 
“relational” meaning that an individual constructs from the person-environment 
relationship. This relationship is the result of appraisals of the confluence of the 
social and physical environment, personal goals, beliefs about self and the 
world, and resources available. Thus, the context in which coping occurs is 
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important. McChesney (1995) has also raised the point of understanding family 
homelessness in its wider context.  
 There are different coping strategies or methods (Banyard & Graham-
Bermann, 1998; Boss, 2002; Folkman, 2010; Lazarus, 1993a, 1993b, 2000; 
Lazarus & Folkman,1984). While not exhaustive, the range of coping strategies 
classified by experts includes:  
 Problem-focused coping, which occurs when one assesses the stressor to 
be controllable, and aims to reduce it by attempting to deal with the 
source of the stress. One thus takes steps to manage or have mastery over 
it.  
 Emotion-focused coping, when one assesses the stressor to be something 
beyond one’s control. Thus one seeks to reduce the emotional or 
psychological distress associated with the stressor.  
 Meaning-focused coping, which involves positive emotions and 
discovery of meaning through the experience of a stressful event.   
 Seeking social support, when one hopes to reduce the stressor by 
engaging with others, like family members, friends or social services, to 
share the problem with and solve it. 
 Pro-active coping, when one predicts and estimates the potential harm or 
challenge posed by the stressor, and prepares for it by taking action in 
advance to deal with the stressor.  
 Avoidance, when one tries to stay away from the stressor by ignoring or 
repressing it.  
 74 
 
 Denial, which occurs when one refuses to believe what has happened, or 
what one has seen or heard. This is a common defense mechanism and 
could be dysfunctional as one could reject the event as a problem which 
needs to be dealt with. However, it could also be functional by allowing a 
family to maintain hope or buy time to eventually enable them to be 
prepared to deal with the stress. This strategy often occurs in the face of 
an ambiguous life event. 
 Fatalism, the belief that events that have occurred are predestined and are 
not within the control of the family. This coping mechanism can be 
viewed negatively as it would appear that one has no mastery of what 
one cannot control. On the other hand, this belief may be positive as the 
family or person can then accept what has happened and move on. 
 Hope, which is a state of mind in which one yearns for the end of a 
dreaded outcome.  
 While it is useful to classify coping strategies, Lazarus and Folkman 
(1984), and Lazarus (2000) have cautioned against comparing coping strategies 
and grouping them into distinct categories like “problem-focused” or “emotion-
focused.” This is because while these could be conceptually distinguished, 
coping strategies are “inter-dependent and work together, one supplementing the 
other in the overall coping process.” In real life, one could use a combination of 




 Coping is complex; it is not uniform, and a strategy may be useful to one 
person or in one context, but may not work with another person in the same 
context (Lazarus 1993a, 1993b). Coping also changes or has to change overtime 
in order to be effective, and this has to do with the re-appraisal of the 
circumstances faced and resources at hand. These pointers from experts guided 
the analysis of the findings regarding the experiences of homeless families and 
how they coped.  
 The explanation on different types of coping is to provide an insight into 
the ways a person copes, and the functions of coping. This study is not an 
attempt to classify the homeless families’ coping strategies, if they are problem-
focused, emotion-focused, meaning-focused, and so forth. Rather, this study 
seeks to explore and examine the experiences of homeless families which would 
include understanding how the families coped with being without a place to live 
and other possible stressors faced. 
  Resources. Resources are but one set of factors affecting the homeless 
experience. The resources could be found within an individual, in the family or 
outside the family (Boss, 2002; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984; McKenry & Price, 
2005) and could help family cope with or go through stressful situations. 
Resources could be personal attributes which enable a person to cope or hinder 
his ability to cope, for example, one’s material or financial assets, educational 




 There are also resources located in the family and the external context 
that a family can leverage on to cope with the stress of homelessness. Family 
resources could comprise family beliefs and values, family rituals, employability 
of family members, family income and family closeness. The family could also 
turn to social and environmental resources which are conditions or assets that are 
available to deal with a stressor, for example, one’s kin, friends or neighbors 
who provide emotional and practical support. Resources can also be located in 
the wider environment, and include factors such as social structures and social 
institutions, like social service agencies, schools, housing authorities, and so 
forth. The types of factors and the availability of and accessibility to resources 
affect the families’ appraisals of their situations, and can help or hinder the 
families’ coping efforts and abilities. For instance, the positive effects of 
resources and support can reduce uncertainty, or make a family feel reassured, or 
feel cared for.  
 Lazarus & Folkman (1984) point out that although social resources and 
supports play an important role in buffering stress and facilitate coping, they 
could be a source of stress too. Similarly, Pearlin (1993, p. 314) has highlighted 
that one of the sources of stress felt by people could be features or social fixtures 
in society, like social organizations which are intended to be resources to people, 
and that “stress can be rooted in the social contexts in which individuals are 
engaged.” There are thus both positive and negative effects. For instance, the 
positive effects of resources and support can reduce uncertainty, or make a 
person feel reassured or cared for. Studies (Olsson, & Nordfeldt, 2008; Pacquett 
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& Bassuk, 2009; Ravenhill, 2008; Schinder & Cooley, Tischler, 2009) have 
found that social networks and support are protective factors in preventing 
homelessness, as well as providing post-homeless shelter stability. Formal 
services like health, social and housing assistance are important resources for 
homeless families. 
  As highlighted in the literature review, homeless families often turn to 
formal agencies for assistance when they are not able to tap on their kin or 
friends for help. The types of assistance which were beneficial to the families 
included temporary accommodation, food, clothing, housing subsides, financial 
aid, employment training and life skills (Bassuk & Geller, 2006; Cohen, et al, 
2004; Teater, 2009; Tischler et al., 2004; Washington. 2002). The negative 
effects of social support are resentment, worries, and so forth. In some of the 
studies reviewed (Martins, 2008; Nickasch & Marnocha, 2009; Reitzes et al., 
2011; Shier et al., 2010; Tischler & Votanis, 2007; Williams & Stickley, 2010), 
some of the homeless felt that they were discriminated against by agencies and 
staff who were supposed to help them.  
Components in the Conceptual Framework 
 The researcher developed a Conceptual Framework (CF) to guide the 
investigation of homelessness in Singapore.  The components of the CF (Figure 
1) encompass the definitions of “homeless”, “homeless family”, and “homeless 
experiences” (housing transitions, stressors and coping resources and strategies), 
first explained in Chapter 1.They are restated here, and the definition of 
“homeless experience” will be elaborated on.  
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 Homeless. ETHOS (FEANTSA, 2011) was used as a frame of reference 
to define homelessness. In this study, “homeless” refers to those who are 
houseless, meaning those who do not have a home they could call their own, and 
have been on the IRHS for at least three months at the time of the study. 
The terms “homeless” and “houseless” are used interchangeably in the study. 
 Homeless family. The family has been defined as a unit comprising two 
adults who are in a marital relationship, meaning a married couple, and caring 
for one or more children aged 18 years and below.  
 Homeless experience. The study sought to understand the experience of 
homelessness in Singapore, inclusive of finding out how the families coped with 
all their life circumstances. The CF developed to guide the study incorporates 
the physical (where families lived), time (duration), and psycho-social 
(subjective) dimensions of homelessness, as research has shown that 
homelessness is multi-dimensional in nature and affected by a host of factors.  
 First, homelessness was framed as a journey of different, yet related 
transitional points, and not as a static, single life event (such as being on the 
IRHS only). The homeless journey is represented by the arch in Figure 1. One 
major transition point would be having one’s home of origin or family home 
(Point A), possibly with signs of losing the home of origin during this period, or 
other reasons for leaving the home. The other transitional points would include 
the actual loss of the home or leaving the home for various reasons (Point B1), 
and finding alternative accommodation (Point B2). Another transitional point 
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would be being placed on the IRHS (Point C), and trying to find a new home 
which one has a legal right to and feel secure to call one’ own (Point D).  
 Given that families can become homeless at different times, and have 
different coping resources, the length of time between the transitional points 
could vary. Thus the homeless journey need not be uniform for the families. For 
instance for Family 1, the period between points B and C (BC) is three months, 
the period between points C and D is 13 months. In the case of Family 2, the 
duration between points B and C is five months, and the period between point C 
and point D is two years, whereas for Family 3, the period between points B and 
C is six months, and the period between points C and D is nine months. 




    
 
The Homeless Experience  
Figure 1.  Conceptual Framework to Examine the Transitions Faced by Homeless 
Families 




       
                                             B(1): Loss of home/leaving of home and   
                                     B(2)Alternative housing arrangements        C:Interim Rental Housing Scheme 
                                                                                
  A:Home of origin                                                                                                                             D: New Home  





 Second, the framework incorporated examining homelessness in terms of 
the psycho-social or subjective experiences of families at each transitional point, 
as well as the entirety of all the transitional points that families go through. The 
experiences of homeless families in terms of how they viewed and coped with 
various stressors at each transitional point and between transitional points are 
influenced by different factors found in the domains of family characteristics, 
external resources, and wider societal factors respectively. The factors affecting 
homelessness, some of which could be stressors or coping resources are 
embedded in the housing journey, by way of the three broad categories of factors 
indicated in Figure 1.   
 The last concept, “factors” influences one’s perception or interpretation 
of the life events during homelessness, and includes resources. The researcher 
had decided to use the term “factors” instead of “resources” in the CF as it was 
felt that this was a more encompassing term to include other influencers, events, 
or issues that affect how a family on the IRHS reacts to and manages a stressful 
event. These influencers need not be resources per se and which are generally 
seen as positive and beneficial to families during difficult times. For instance, a 
happy event in the family affects one’s life but these are not resources per se. 
The researcher is of the view that the term “factors” is a neutral term as it takes 
into consideration that these elements or influencers, while helpful, could also 
have a negative impact on a family’s life.  A homeless family’s interpretation of 
their life, and knowledge of what to do about it and what can be done, are 
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affected by a combination of personal, community and societal factors (Lazarus 
& Folkman, 1984; Moos & Schaefer, 1993; Pearlin,1993).  
 The CF posits that while families can have the same transitional point as 
another, it is possible that the meaning given to the same transitional point, and 
the thought processes behind the decisions made to cope with the situation for 
each homeless family could differ. Even within the same family, there could be 
differences between family members in terms of interpretation of the life events 
and how they cope. The different meanings and actions could be due to reasons 
such as differences in family or personal values, access to resources, or religious 
beliefs. Some homeless families could also be more vulnerable than others, 
whilst others are able to exit homelessness relatively quicker. 
 There was some improvisation done to the theoretical models of stress 
and coping in terms of separating the concept of external context of the family 
into two explicit components from Boss’s (2002) Contextual Model of Family 
Stress - societal context and external resources. This was to give credence to the 
role and impact of societal factors on a homeless family’s experiences, and to 
distinguish them from external resources such as kin support or friends, which 
are more likely to be within the reach of families, and which families are likely 
to tap in the first instance. The societal or macro factors include political will, 
housing policies, economic conditions, social welfare policies and so forth 
which the families have little influence over. The elements in the wider social 
context include the time and historical dimensions, highlighting the need to pay 
attention to the past and how this affects the present, and the impact of the 
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present on the future homeless experience. By featuring the wider set of societal 
factors, it would be possible to examine the interconnectedness between a 
family’s characteristics, the external resources, and the wider social factors 
affecting the homeless experience. Thus the relationship between the different 
sets of factors has a part to play in how the families interpreted their homeless 
experiences.   
 The factors affecting the homeless experience have thus been clustered 
into three categories - family characteristics (attributes of the family, and 
includes personal attributes of each family member), external resources (like 
emotional support from kin, friends and social service agencies) and societal 
factors (housing policies, availability of affordable homes, and so forth). The 
three sets of factors are dynamic and interact with each other as shown by the 
arrows in Figure 1. The interactional effects of these factors affect the families’ 
homeless experiences, that is, the interpretation of the transitions, choices made 
and actions taken by the homeless families.  
Link between Conceptual Framework (CF) and Research Questions 
The researcher has aligned the components of the conceptual framework 
with the six research questions. The first research question was to understand the 
profile of homeless families as little research has been conducted on these 
families in Singapore. As pointed out, there is no published information on the 
profiles of different types of homeless families in Singapore. Thus one of the 
categories in the framework was family characteristics. Knowing the 
 83 
 
characteristics would also explain the resources inherent in the family to help 
them cope with the issues faced.  
The second question sought to examine how the families on the IRHS 
viewed homelessness. Homelessness was framed as a process as families would 
have undergone different phases before they were on the IRHS. Homelessness is 
still a journey. It began when they lost or had to leave their home of origin, and 
with what this meant to them. The other milestones reached thereafter are also 
the focus of this inquiry, for example, how and where they lived, and the 
measures they took to find a new home, and perhaps try to regain a sense of 
normalcy, like what other families in Singapore have.   
The third and fourth research questions, which are also related to the 
second research question, focus on finding out the concerns and problems the 
families faced at each milestone or transition, and how they coped with them. In 
terms of coping, the conceptual framework included coping resources (Boss, 
2002; McCubbin et al., 1980; McKenry & Price, 2005; Pearlin, 1993). In this 
respect, the categories of possible resources outside the family were included. 
This was done by selecting the shared concepts of coping resources from the two 
models/theories, and separating the external context into two explicit 
components; societal context and external factors. This was to give credence to 
the societal factors, and distinguish these factors from the external resources that 




By featuring the wider set of societal factors, one could investigate the 
connection between the family’s characteristics and external resources in the 
wider social context, and how the societal factors could improve or worsen the 
homeless experience, even if the homeless family have access to external 
resources that can assist them. These societal factors include political will, 
economic conditions, social welfare policies, housing policies and so forth, that 
could impact on the families’ resources. The wider social context would include 
the dimensions of time and history, highlighting the need to pay attention to the 
past and how this affects the present and impacts future homeless experiences.  
The fifth research question focuses on one of the factors located in the 
wider societal context - housing policy and housing conditions in Singapore, and 
how they affect the experiences of homeless families. This is because 
Singapore’s housing situation is unique in that the government plays a dominant 
role in providing almost universal housing for its people. Almost everyone lives 
in public housing. The final research question considers all the components of 
the conceptual framework. The data collected would shed light on possible gaps 
and how homeless families could be better assisted. 
The conceptual framework was used in the pilot study involving two 
families on the IRHS and two social workers (and their data has been included in 
the final analysis). It proved to be useful in understanding the families’ 
experiences, and as anticipated, there was a plethora of reasons for 





 As there is hardly any published study of the experiences of families 
who are homeless in Singapore, the researcher conducted an extensive review of 
overseas studies on homelessness by different disciplines. The key findings were 
that homelessness is a multi-dimensional concept. It can be viewed from the 
spatial dimension in terms of the gamut of possible living arrangements the 
homeless have. Homelessness can also be viewed from the time dimension, for 
example, the duration and frequency of being homeless. In addition, there are 
differences in profile and needs of the homeless, and a variety of reasons on why 
people become homeless. There are also psycho-social elements involved in 
homelessness, and homelessness can be subjective in nature.   
The experiences of the homeless can be understood at three levels. At the 
personal level, there are risks in terms of meeting basic needs like food and 
shelter, emotional and social health concerns, self-worth, and so on. At the 
interpersonal level are concerns pertaining to relationships with family members 
and friends, and seeking help from service providers. Finally, at the wider 
person-environment level, there are the challenges of stigmatization, societal 
acceptance and social exclusion. The experiences of the homeless can be 
subjective in nature, and are shaped by the resources one has on hand, as well as 
by wider environment factors that one has no or little influence over. The 
literature review also indicates that the homeless do find ways to cope with the 
different challenges faced.  
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The chapter also discussed the key concepts from three stress and coping 
models/theories -the classic ABC-X Family Stress Model, Contextual Family 
Model of Stress (Boss, 2002; Lavee et al., 1985; McCubbin, 1979, McCubbin et 
al., 1980), and the Stress, Appraisal and Coping Theory by Lazarus and Folkman 
(Lazarus, 1993a, 1993b, 2000; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984) that were synthesized 
and improvised to develop the conceptual framework to guide the study.  The 
framework was intended to be as comprehensive as possible, to uncover the 
family’s characteristics, resources, strengths, context of the homeless 
experience, and the interactional effect(s) of all the factors affecting the 
transitions in the homeless experience.   
The next chapter explains the research methodology, which binds the 






 This chapter discusses the aims, research design, epistemology of the 
study, choice of case study methodology, ethical considerations and research 
approval process, research sample, and limitations of the study. To recapitulate, 
the aims of the study and the six research questions are as follows:  
Aims  
1. Investigate how homeless families on the IRHS interpreted their 
experience of being homeless. 
2. Explore the myriad of factors, including public housing policy and 
conditions that affected the homeless experience. 
3. Analyze the families’ stressors, and the families’ resiliency in terms of 
their strengths and coping strategies in dealing with the stressors and 
vulnerabilities associated with homelessness. 
4. Identify from the research findings, possible service gaps and suggest 
ways in which homeless families might be better assisted. 
Research Questions  
1. What were the characteristics of homeless families on the IRHS in 
Singapore? 




3. In terms of the transitions faced, what were their feelings and concerns at 
each transition?   
4. How did the families cope? What were the factors influencing their 
homeless experiences, and their coping and adaptation strategies?    
5. How do public housing policy and housing conditions affect the 
experiences of homeless families?  
6. What were the possible service gaps and how could we better assist 
homeless families?  
 Chapter 3 comprises seven sections. Section 1 explains the qualitative 
research design adopted, while Section 2 discusses the epistemology that 
undergirds the study. Section 3 discusses the rationale for selecting case study 
methodology. Section 4 focuses on the pertinent issue of obtaining approval for 
the study, and ethical considerations for the study. Section 5 describes how the 
research design was executed in terms of the research sample and sampling 
method chosen, and also gives an account of the nature of the data collected, and 
how that data was collected, analyzed and synthesized. Section 6 discusses the 
steps taken to ensure trustworthiness. The limitations of the study are presented 
in Section 7. The chapter closes with a summary of the significant points 
presented in the chapter.  
Qualitative Research Design 
 The choice of research approach is largely determined by the aims of the 
study and research questions the study seeks to answer. Given that the intent of 
this study was to understand the experiences of homeless families in Singapore, 
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a relatively new and unexplored social issue, a qualitative rather than a 
quantitative approach was chosen. Qualitative studies focus on the discovery and 
interpretation of the meaning of experiences (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011; Mason, 
2010; Neuman, 2011; Schwandt 1998; Silverman 2010). This research design 
tends to involve small numbers of research participants and uses a rather 
informal way of interviewing, so that research participants can openly share their 
interpretations of life, and also set the pace of the interviews (Mason, 2010; 
Neuman, 2011). This approach was chosen as it enabled the researcher to elicit 
personal and in-depth thoughts and feelings from homeless families about what 
life had been like for them.  
 Qualitative research has also been found to be a useful approach to 
inquire about a new or lesser known issue, or to explore a sensitive and complex 
topic (Neuman, 2011; Silverman, 2010). It is an inductive approach that focuses 
on the voices and feelings of the population being studied.  Although research on 
the homeless has been previously conducted, as elucidated in the literature 
review, not much is known about homeless families in Singapore. This is also a 
hard-to-locate group of research participants. An emic or naturalistic approach 
was therefore chosen to investigate this lesser-known multi-dimensional issue of 
homelessness in the Singapore context.  
 As qualitative studies involve smaller numbers of research participants 
compared to quantitative studies, generally two related issues on what is an 
appropriate sample size, and the generalizability of findings from small sample 
size studies have been raised as concerns (Mason, 2010;Neuman, 2011). In 
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response to this, Mason (2010) has declared that there is no fixed number of 
persons to be interviewed in qualitative studies. Similarly, in the National Centre 
for Research Methods Review Paper edited by Baker and Edwards (2012), 
expert researchers like Becker, Charmaz, and Denzin agree that there is no fixed 
formula to determine the appropriate number of interviews to conduct for 
qualitative studies. The number of interviews would depend on a plethora of 
factors, like the aim of the study, epistemology and methodology, and the time 
and resources the researcher has. For instance, proponents of grounded theory 
would advise that one stop the interviews when one has reached saturation point 
(no new data or themes emerging). However, others might suggest a fixed 
number, like Adler and Alder (Baker & Edwards, 2012) who have recommended 
between 12 and 60 interviews for qualitative studies. 
 Both Mason (2010) and Yin (2009a) have emphasized that the decision  
regarding the sample or the number of persons for qualitative studies is not about 
seeking statistical representativeness of a total population, especially if 
purposive sampling is used. What is important is whether the sample allows the 
researcher to have access to adequate data, and if the data allows the researcher 
to make comparisons, and address the research questions. Mason (2010) has thus 
cautioned against succumbing to the argument about representational logic 
found in quantitative studies. To add to these points, Mason (2010) has indicated 
that what one hopes to achieve in qualitative research is not statistical 
representation (used in quantitative studies in which the aim is to extend or 
generalize the findings from a representative sample to the larger population) but 
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analytical representation (which is about making carefully 
constructed/conceptual claims that can be applied to other situations).  
Epistemology - Interpretative Social Science and 
Fit with Theoretical Models on Stress and Coping 
 This qualitative study was grounded in the epistemological paradigm of 
Interpretative Social Science (ISS) or interpretivism (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011; 
Neuman, 2011; Ritzer, 2012; Schwandt, 1998; White and Klein, 2008). 
Interpretivism, sometimes referred to as social constructivism, was assessed to 
be well-suited to examine the experiences of the homeless. The thrust of 
interpretivism is understanding the meaning of social life and the actions of 
people. This perspective is holistic as it looks at the underlying set of values and 
belief systems, as well as other factors behind the action or response to a 
situation. Symbolic interactionism, one variant of social constructivism (Blumer, 
1998; Neuman, 2011; Ritzer, 2012; Schwandt, 1998), was also assessed to be 
relevant and central to the study, and a suitable anchor for it. This is because 
symbolic interactionism focuses on the way people view the world, and how 
they construct reality based on past and present experiences.  
 As explained in Chapter 2,  Hill’s classic ABC-X Family Stress Model  
(Boss, 2002; Lavee et al., 1985; McCubbin, 1979; McCubbin et al.,1980; 
McKenry & Price, 2005), the Contextual Family Model of Stress by Boss 
(2002), and the Stress, Appraisal and Coping Theory by Lazarus and Folkman 
(Boss, 2002; Lazarus, 1993a, 1993b, 2000; Lazarus & Folkman 1984) were 
found to be suitable to guide the study with regard to the experiences of the 
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families, in terms of coping with the various challenges at each and the entirety 
of the four transition points of the homeless journey.  
 The philosophical underpinnings of interpretivism and symbolic 
interactionism (Blumer, 1998; Schwandt, 1998) embedded in these theories on 
stress and coping, help us to understand the transactional processes between 
families who are homeless and the various systemic elements in the environment 
or context like welfare policies, housing conditions, and so forth, where the 
families are located, and how they shape the homeless experience and coping 
mechanisms. Given that the families on the IRHS might be less articulate due to 
factors like having primary education or lower secondary education, it merits the 
use of interpretive social science and symbolic interactionism to understand 
homelessness as expressed by the families’ in their own words, which reflect 
their perspectives of their experiences.     
 One of the principles of interpretive social science and symbolic 
interactionism is that human beings have the capacity for thought and are 
meaning-makers. The human mind acquires information and synthesizes 
information to make sense of life events. The mind processes new information 
and meanings based on past meanings given and new interactions with others, as 
well as factors such as one’s family values or religious beliefs. The interpretation 
of the transitions faced like the need to look for alternative accommodation by 
the homeless family guides their action, for example, their help-seeking 
behavior. There is also recursive interpretation and change of meanings. A 
homeless family could interpret the same transition differently from another 
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family as each family is different. The interpretation of the homeless experience 
would depend on factors such as the family’s characteristics, past problem-
solving methods, and access to resources, and how the wider societal forces 
affect the family.  
 Another principle is that humans are viewed as active beings that are able 
to decide what they want to do in response to their social situations (Blumer 
1998; Neuman, 2011; Ritzer, 2012). Coping strategies used by the homeless to 
deal with the risks associated with or the consequences of homelessness, are 
reflexive in nature. This is due to a confluence of factors such as changes in 
society’s reactions to the social problem and the homeless people’s personal 
interpretation of the situation which in turn is influenced by their personal 
resources and characteristics, community norms, and so forth. The thoughts, 
reflections and actions of the homeless can be said to be a manifestation of a 
combination of their personal worldview, the worldviews of others such as those 
who are not homeless, social workers and policy makers, and other factors, with 
some factors being more important to the homeless families than others. 
 In addition, interpretative social science, especially symbolic 
interactionism, emphasizes that people live in a symbolic world; there are wider 
environmental forces that play a role in how people interpret and react to life 
events and vice-versa (Blumer 1998; Ritzer, 2012; White & Klein, 2008). There 
is thus synergistic interaction between the homeless and society. The formation 
of societal meanings with regard to the homeless is also not fixed. For instance, 
society might hold the negative view that the homeless are useless and are to be 
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blamed for their plight. The homeless might consequently feel they are failures. 
A decade later, however, there might be sympathy for the homeless and pressure 
on the government and social services to alleviate their plight. The homeless 
might then feel a greater sense of hope as more resources have been allocated to 
assist them. 
 Finally, this epistemology is suitable to an investigation of the homeless 
experience as it takes into consideration where and how the homeless are placed 
in society. The homeless families on the IRHS, which is the subject of this study, 
can be regarded as precariously perched in Singapore society as their life 
situation deviates from the normative life-course expectations of Singapore 
society, in which almost everyone has a home or is living in one. This 
perspective would therefore guide the study by considering the homeless 
families’ assets, resources, obstacles, and sanctions faced in the light of the 
wider politico-socio-economic environment that they live in. It also includes an 
examination of the choices made by the homeless families after they assess the 
relative advantages and disadvantages of where they are located in society, and 
an appraisal of their resources and actions taken (Forte, 2004; Ritzer, 2012).  
Rationale for Using Case Study Methodology (CSM) 
The researcher used Case Study Methodology (CSM) for this study 
(Creswell, 2007, 2013; Stake, 2000, 2008; Yin, 2009a) after comparing and 
studying other possible qualitative approaches like phenomenology and 
ethnography. CSM was assessed to be a suitable approach to use to achieve the 
research objectives (Creswell, 2007, 2013; Silverman, 2010, Stake, 2000, 2008; 
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Yin, 2009a, 2009b). CSM is an approach in which a researcher studies a 
bounded system known as a case, within a real-life context, through detailed and 
in-depth data collection from multiple sources of information (Creswell, 2007; 
Silverman, 2010; Stake, 2008; Yin, 2009a, 2009b). CSM is therefore suitable for 
the study of a contemporary social issue like the homeless experience, and when 
an in-depth investigation is needed to understand the phenomenon. The case 
study approach attempts to address the questions of “how” or “why”, although it 
can also be used to address other research questions. CSM also has the 
advantage of eliciting rich and in-depth information through the use of 
triangulated data from different sources. 
The aims and nature of this single case study (with embedded units of 
analysis) fall within Stake’s (2008) classification of “intrinsic case study” (the 
other two types being “instrumental case study” and “multiple case study”) as 
the intent is to investigate and better understand the phenomenon of family 
homelessness in Singapore, with families on the IRHs being the focus of the 
research. Stake (2008, p. 122) points out that an intrinsic case study is to 
understand the phenomenon itself, “in all its particularity and ordinariness,” and 
it is not intended to build a theory although this is an option.  
 Flyvbjerg (2006, 2011) has pointed out that a case study examines 
developmental factors, that is, a case evolves as a string of activities or events 
that occur over time. Given that this study frames the homeless experience as 
one consisting of transitions, CSM fits the purpose and framework of the study. 
CSM can include looking into social issue using a chronological approach, 
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showing how the issue being studied evolves. CSM also considers the 
importance of the contexts in which the case operates such as physical, social, 
economic, medical, and ethical and so forth. Hence, the homeless families’ 
experiences can be understood and explained within these environments (Stake, 
2000, 2008, Yin, 2009a, 2009b).   
 According to Yin (2009a), there are three conditions for the design of 
case studies: first, the type of research question; second, the researcher has little 
control over the actual events; and last, the degree of focus on a contemporary 
event. Given the nature of the research problem to be examined, this method of 
empirical inquiry was suitable  for investigating  the  lives of  homeless families 
in terms of the transitions faced, their backgrounds, and what affected their 
coping and adaptation mechanisms. These conditions were applied to the 
purpose and scope of the study. First, the research question on understanding the 
experience of whole homeless families was conceptualized as one made up of 
different transitional points; each point could evoke different responses given the 
family’s characteristics, the resources available to them and the wider societal 
factors that hinder or help them in their life circumstances. Second, as a 
researcher, the researcher did not have control over homelessness, for example, 
how the family coped, or the housing conditions in the country. Third, 
homelessness is a contemporary issue faced by Singaporean families and the 
Singapore authorities. This is evident from the efforts to provide temporary 
housing and counseling services for homeless families, and the continuous 
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efforts made to improve the IRHS and other housing options for homeless 
families.  
 Yin (2009a) has developed a protocol for the conduct of case studies and 
this research was carried out in accordance with the steps of CSM in terms of 
formulating the study’s research questions, identifying the units of analysis, 
developing a semi-structured interview guide, looking for relevant data to 
collect, collecting that data, linking the data to the research objectives, analyzing 
the data, and finally preparing the research report. Following these steps also 
enhanced the trustworthiness of this case study.  
  CSM is also known to be a triangulated research strategy as it allows for, 
and in fact encourages, multiple sources of data collection. The types of 
evidence to be gathered, and the methods and analysis techniques to be used are 
planned in advance. These are the key strengths of CSM, and were deciding 
factors on the choice of this methodology. CSM also suited the researcher’s 
intention to obtain information from different sources, so that the findings about 
this new social issue in Singapore could be as comprehensive as possible.  
Different sets of data were triangulated with each other during data analysis and 
writing.  
 Case studies aim to give readers a sense of being present in the 
phenomenon being studied by providing very detailed descriptions of and the 
themes of the case in its context, like where the homeless live and how they deal 
with situations (Baxter & Jack, 2008; Bloomberg & Volpe, 2008; Creswell, 
2013; Stake 2000). In terms of the analysis and nature of the case study report, 
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Baxter and Jack (2008) and Creswell (2013) have suggested guidelines on 
presenting the findings, and the researcher adopted these guidelines in writing 
this thesis. One key guideline is for the researcher to provide “an extensive 
description of the case and its context…a description the reader might make if he 
or she had been there” and to include quotations. This is to allow or enable 
readers to have access into the lives of the homeless families being studied 
(Creswell, 2007; 2013; Silverman, 2008). 
 Lincoln and Guba (1985, as cited in Creswell, 2013, p. 237) have 
similarly proposed that the findings be presented by way of “a thorough 
description of the context or setting, a description of the transactions or 
processes.” Stake (2000, p. 439) has stated that by providing a comprehensive 
description, “readers can vicariously experience these happenings and draw 
conclusions” and people could learn from a case themselves, or how to apply 
them to a population of cases. One method is to report the findings of the study 
in a chronological way. Another is by way of answering the research questions, 
or addressing propositions (if any), and what one has learn from the study. The 
final conceptual framework would include the themes that emerged from data 
analysis.  
 While there are merits in the use of CSM, there are concerns on the use 
of CSM. One of the issues in using CSM is that when one investigates the case 
in its context thoroughly, there is the danger of collecting too much information 
and how to best to make use of all the data. This issue has been mitigated by 
using the CF developed for the study, to guide the amount of information to 
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collect and to guide analysis. The literature review also provided some pointers 
on areas that the researcher ought to pay attention to when developing the 
interview guide and in triangulating the findings with each other and extant 
research during data analysis.  
 The second issue on the use of CSM is that the researcher does not have 
control over the issue being examined like the operations of the IRHS, housing 
policies, and actions of homeless families. This was anticipated, and found true 
during the research process as there were changes to the IRHS, revisions to the 
debt-servicing ratios for home-buyers, and the development of more HDB rental 
units, which had an impact on the homeless. The researcher had thus  prior to the 
commencement of the study, set a time period in terms of selecting families to 
be interviewed (at least three months on the IRHS) bearing in mind the IRHS 
regulations that they were under during the time of the interviews, and to 
document the IRHS changes in the thesis.    
 The third issue that has been raised as with other qualitative approaches, 
is that CSM does not adopt probability sampling as found in large-scale 
quantitative studies, and that the small sample size affects generalizability of the 
findings (Mason, 2010; Silverman, 2008). This drawback was mediated through 
the use of purposive sampling, which ensures that the data collected does 
provide knowledge about the specific group being studied. On the issue of what 
would be regarded as a reasonable sample size for a case study, the advice of 
Creswell (2013 p. 157) is, “not include more than five or six cases in a single 
study. This number provides ample opportunity to identify themes in the case as 
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well as cross-case analysis.” The researcher had considered this piece of advice 
in addition to determining if saturation point (when a sense of closure is attained, 
as repeated interviews do not yield new findings had been reached during data 
collection (Mason, 2010; Silverman, 2010). 
 In addition to the responses to the generalizability of the findings of 
qualitative studies which were already discussed earlier in the chapter, Yin 
(2012) has highlighted the need to distinguish between statistical generalization 
and analytical generalization. Analytical generalization would be the appropriate 
type of generalization to use in a case study. Silverman (2010) has also pointed 
out, “A case might look highly illuminating; should we reject it just because it is 
the only one to which we have access?” (Silverman, 2010, p. 3). Therefore, one 
case, when investigated thoroughly using CSM, could still provide rich and 
adequate data on the phenomenon.  
  Flyvberg (2011) has argued that the inability of the findings of a case 
study to be generalized due to the small sample is a “misunderstanding” as 
generalizability would depend on the nature of the case how the case is selected 
for study. One should not underestimate the strength of case studies as when the 
issue is investigated thoroughly, it can provide deeper insights into the issue, as 
well as reveal gaps in policies and programs that large-scale studies cannot 
uncover. The intensive nature of CSM does address the issue of analytical 
generalizability. Flyvbjerg (2006, 2011) also contends that the small number of 
cases involved would not negate the ability of findings from case studies to be 
generalized. He supports his view by citing the Popperian principle of 
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falsification; that is, a black swan discovered among white swans, would be the 
critical case that would change the theory that “all swans were white”, which we 
had previously held to be true. Hence, it is possible for case studies involving 
small numbers to be generalized. Generalization would be possible if confined to 
the population who have similar characteristics to those of the people being 
studied. The comparative approach taken to examine data, by looking at the 
similarities and differences in the data collected on homeless families would also 
address the question of generalizability (Silverman, 2010).  
 Institutional Review Board Approval and Ethical Considerations 
 Ethical issues are of importance in any study to protect the interests of 
research participants. This study was approved by the National University of 
Singapore’s Institutional Review Board (IRB) on 2 July 2013.  
All the research participants were informed that their participation in the 
study was voluntary. They were given a copy of the study’s objectives, and 
informed of the method of inquiry, the ethical considerations, and how the data 
would be used. They were also assured that their identities would be kept 
confidential, and the data would be kept secure. They were informed that they 
could withdraw from the study, stop the interview at any time, and need not 
answer questions that they were uncomfortable with. Written consent was 
obtained from the research participants before the interviews were conducted. 




All the documents and data were kept secure during the entire research 
process. The computer and the documents were password protected, and only the 
researcher had access to the materials and data. During the data analysis and 
writing stages of this study, care was taken to protect the identity and interests of 
the homeless families. The data and documents will be disposed of in 
accordance with the guidelines set by the IRB.     
Research Sample and Sampling Strategies 
Research Sample and Criteria for Inclusion    
 Given that the study was aimed at finding out the experiences of the 
homeless, the primary source of data was homeless families on the IRHS. Social 
workers who provided assistance and support to families on the IRHS were 
included as another data source on homeless families on the IRHS. Their views 
comprised another data source to triangulate the information obtained from the 
families, especially given the paucity of studies of homelessness in Singapore. It 
was hoped that through this approach, the meaning of “homeless” as 
experienced by the different families could be captured, as families might 
interpret the same situation differently. This approach would also allow for 
comparisons to be made between the rich and subjective views elicited from 
different families, as well as from different data sources. Interview data from 
social workers would be a valuable source of information about the experiences 
of the families.  
 Setting a set of inclusion criteria for research respondents and 
considering the phenomenon to be studied as a bounded system within their real-
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life context are elements of CSM. For this study, the researcher used purposive 
sampling. Purposive sampling is used when one wants to find out or illustrate a 
process or elements of a case that one is interested in. It is also used when the 
population, for example, a hard-to-locate group, cannot be selected using 
random sampling techniques (Neuman, 2011). Silverman (2010, p. 193) has 
advised that if one has chosen to use purposive sampling, one would have to 
“think critically about the parameters of the population that we are studying and 
choose our sample carefully on this basis.”  
 The criteria for inclusion for homeless families in this study were:  
1. The family had to consist of a married couple (two-parent families) 
with at least one child aged 18 years and below, with both husband 
and wife agreeing to be interviewed separately. This was to allow for 
each of them to share their views and feelings openly.    
2. The family had been on the IRHS for at least three months. The 
delimiting time frame of being on the IRHS for at least three months 
was set to ensure that the families had had adequate time to settle into 
the IRHS flat.   
3. The family had to have the ability to speak and understand English 
(at primary school level at least).  
 Families comprising married couples with at least one child aged 18 
years and below and on the IRHS were selected for the study for three reasons. 
First, there is a research gap in terms of homelessness among such families. 
Most studies of homelessness reflect the circumstances and feelings of single 
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homeless persons who are mostly males, and single parent homeless families 
usually headed by females. However, families with a nuclear family structure 
can also experience homelessness. Second, the most common family structure in 
Singapore is a nuclear family made up of a married couple with children (HDB, 
2014a). In addition, given that the majority of Singaporean families reside in 
HDB homes, family units who have become homeless were most likely previous 
HDB flat owners. Third, there have been very few studies on homeless families 
comprising married couples with children, especially studies that reflect the 
feelings of both spouses.  
 It was also decided at the planning stages, that when there were two 
families sharing an IRHS flat, only one of the families would be interviewed. 
This was to prevent a situation in which families shared the interview questions, 
shared their views before their appointed interview dates, and compared 
information and gave similar responses, which might not truly reflect how the 
families actually felt. This was also to address another significant issue - the 
possibility that the two families were not getting along, as reported in the media, 
and thus that there could be more relational problems created by interviewing 
the two families.  
 For the social workers, the selection criteria were that the social workers 
had to have active IRHS cases during the time of the study, and had to agree to 
personal interviews to be conducted in English. The social workers involved in 
the study might not have been the ones providing intervention to the IRHS 
families who were interviewed.  
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Research Process and Procedures 
 The research had originally set out to interview up to 50 research 
participants, comprising 20 homeless families (20 pairs of men/husbands and 
women/wives), and up to 10 social workers who worked with these families, or 
till saturation point was reached, whichever was arrived at first. Entry into the 
study’s setting was made through Family Service Centers (FSCs), a key 
community-based focal point and social service provider for families and 
individuals in need. FSCs work with different clients including IRHS families. 
The researcher sent a letter explaining the purpose and nature of the study to six 
FSCs. The letter also requested their assistance and participation by approaching 
their clients on the IRHS and social workers who met the inclusion criteria and 
were prepared to take part in the study. Three FSCs agreed to assist in the study, 
and made contact with potential research participants who were prepared to be 
interviewed. The FSCs sought permission from the research participants before 
releasing their contact information to the researcher.  
 The researcher followed up by personally contacting 15 families who had 
initially agreed to be interviewed. Telephone calls were made to explain the 
study, clarify concerns, and make arrangements for the interviews. Five social 
workers were contacted via e-mails and telephone calls. Eventually, ten families 
(20 research participants) and five social workers agreed to be interviewed.  The 
face-to-face interviews were arranged for times and places convenient for the 
research participants. Written informed consent was sought from all the research 
participants before the commencement of the interviews. The research 
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participants were briefed about the research process, and assured that all the 
interview data, especially their identities, would be kept confidential. The 
families and social workers were also informed before the interviews started that 
they could stop the interviews at any point if they felt uncomfortable.  
 To ensure confidentiality, the locations of the IRHS flats and FSCs are 
not named in the thesis. In addition, the names of the research participants have 
been omitted in the thesis lest they lead to their identification, and pseudonyms 
have been used.  
Data Collected 
 A semi-structured interview guide in English was developed by the 
researcher to ensure consistency in the data to be collected from the IRHS 
families and social workers respectively (see Appendices A and B). The 
researcher did not ask the questions sequentially as listed in the interview guide 
but allowed the research participants to share openly after an initial question was 
asked to find out about the family, and how they came to be on the IRHS. The 
researcher referred to the questions in the interview guide to ensure that all the 
areas of interest were covered during the interviews.  
 During the interviews with the homeless families, demographic 
information such as age, ethnicity, educational level, employment, household 
income, family size, and the ages of children was collected. The profiles of the 
family respondents were included as this would help understand what affected or 
influenced their experiences of homelessness and their responses to difficulties 
faced. The perceptual information collected included the circumstances leading 
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to them being homeless or leaving their home of origin, their different housing 
arrangements, the duration of being homeless, the difficulties and stressors 
faced, and how they coped with them.  
 Similarly, demographic data was collected from the social workers such 
as their age, gender, ethnicity, professional qualifications, and work experience. 
The social workers were asked about their experiences working with IRHS 
families, the problems faced by the families, and the assistance rendered to them 
by the FSC and other agencies.   
Data Collection Process 
 Fieldwork was carried out in two phases. Phase one was a pilot study in 
which face-to-face interviews were carried out with two sets of research 
participants - two homeless families on the IRHS, and two social workers. They 
were interviewed individually between 30 July 2013 and 6 September 2013. In 
all, the face-to- face interviews, including the pilot study’s interviews for the 
study, were carried out between 30 July 2013 and 24 May 2014, at times and 
dates convenient to the research participants. The duration of the interviews 
ranged from 30 minutes to slightly more than 60 minutes. Most of the  
interviews took an hour. The interviews ended when the research participants 
said that they did not have anything else to add to what they had already shared 
and when the researcher felt that the information collected was adequate to 
address the research questions. There was only one interview session that lasted 
30 minutes as this research participant was rather shy during the interview and 
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felt that there was nothing more to add to what was already revealed to the 
researcher.  
 All the interviews with the research participants from the families were 
conducted in the living rooms of their homes, except for one. For this particular 
family participant, the interview was held at the void deck of the HDB flat as 
there were guests at their home. Interviews with the five social workers were 
held at their offices, in either the counselling room or conference room. Each 
research participant was given a token of appreciation in the form of a SGD20 
voucher for their contribution to the study.  
 Twenty-four of the 25 interviews were audio-taped and transcribed 
verbatim by the researcher to ensure consistency; one research participant was 
uncomfortable being audio-taped. Hence the interview was transcribed during 
the session. Field notes about aspects such as the place and the area around the 
IRHS flat were also taken for the study. All the audio recordings and transcripts 
were kept secure during the entire process, and were accessible only to the 
researcher. All the research participants have been given pseudonyms in the 
thesis to ensure confidentiality.  
Data Analysis and Synthesis 
  Saturation point was reached after 23 research participants (comprising 
18 persons from nine IRHS families, and five social workers) were interviewed, 
and one additional family was subsequently interviewed to ensure that there 
were no new themes. Saturation point is reached when a sense of closure is 
attained, as repeated interviews do not yield new findings (Mason, 2010; 
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Silverman, 2011). Although 25 interviews were conducted in total, the findings 
about one IRHS family (two interviews) were not used, to ensure rigor in the 
study. This was because the wife/mother in this family did not wish to speak in 
English all the time during the interview. She preferred to reply in her mother 
tongue and wanted her spouse who was in the home to be the translator. In the 
final analyses, interview data from 23 persons, comprising 18 persons from nine 
families, and five social workers, was used.  
 In addition to reaching saturation point and interviewing an additional 
family to ensure that there were no new themes, the researcher also took into 
considered the advice given by Creswell (2013, p. 157) that nine cases are 
considered an adequate number for data analysis and cross-case analysis to be 
carried out, and for themes in the case to be identified .The families’ interview 
data, triangulated with the social workers’ interview data, extant literature, and 
knowledge of the context in which the IRHS families are located can provide 
credible or authentic findings on the homeless experiences of families on the 
IRHS.     
 Experts have pointed out that the processes of coding, interpreting and 
analyzing the findings are closely interwoven and reiterative in qualitative 
research (Neuman, 2011; Silverman, 2011). Miles and Huberman (1984), as 
cited in Silverman (2011), have also said that data reduction, data display and 
drawing of conclusions about the phenomenon studied take place concurrently 
during the data analysis process.   
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 In terms of techniques, Mason (2010) has advised that a non-cross 
sectional data approach be adopted for coding data obtained from case study 
methodology. How data would be organized and interpreted is not a technical 
exercise about following fixed steps, it is about the analytical strategy of 
synthesizing the research purpose, the data and the theoretical framework. These 
steps were followed, which allowed the researcher to understand how the 
different parts of the data were interrelated, the context of the findings, and the 
distinctive parts of the whole set of data collected.  
 Yin (2009a, 2009b) recommends the development of an analytical 
strategy to organize and analyze the case study. The conceptual framework that 
was developed was used to analyze the housing transitions, resources, and 
coping and adaptation strategies of the homeless families. This approach allowed 
the researcher to synthesize the research questions, data, and theoretical 
underpinnings of the study. The pilot study had allowed the conceptual 
framework to be tested for its efficacy. The framework was useful in 
illuminating the homeless process as one of transitions, and the problems 
encountered by the families. From this, a set of preliminary codes were 
developed and data analysis was carried out and completed in November 2014. 
 The data was coded using MAXQDA, a qualitative data analysis 
software. The data was first examined via an analysis of the experience of each 
homeless family followed by an investigation of the collective set of data about 
all the families. Each family’s experience was compared with the next to explain 
the differences and similarities in their homeless experiences. The researcher had 
 111 
 
analyzed the transcripts between the man/husband and woman/wife in each 
family, and between all the men/husbands and women/wives, and then between 
the families to look for similarities and differences in the data. The researcher 
found that there were similar experiences and feelings between the spouses in 
each family, between spouses among the families, and what the social workers 
shared. Where there were specific issues experienced only by some families 
(like the death of a child) and were assessed to be significant, these have been 
included in the findings. 
 The coding and analysis of the data for the research took the pattern of 
first examining the “A” in the ABC-X Model (such as the families having to live 
at various temporary places during the homeless journey), then looking for the 
interaction with “B” (factors such as the families’ attributes, external resources 
and societal factors), and “C” (perception of stressor(s) faced), which defined or 
produced “X” (the interpretation of the family’s experience in terms of 
transitions and issues faced and how the family coped with them). The families’ 
experiences (coping, adjustment, and adaptation methods) could include dealing 
with the loss of the home, house-hunting, seeking financial assistance or looking 
for relatives to accommodate them in their home. The set of findings about the 
families was triangulated with those obtained from social workers and published 
information about homeless families in Singapore, and compared with overseas 
studies.  
 The data was then reduced to make the data set manageable for 
interpretation. First, the data obtained from the different sources were selected 
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and simplified into codes. The data was organized into concepts and themes. 
Decisions were made about the data to be included or excluded under the various 
themes after comparing them to look for similarities and differences, and 
whether they fell into the codes developed. If there were differences in the views 
expressed between the men and the women, and among the families, these were 
examined further to understand the reasons for the differences. The data 
indicated that the research participants generally shared feelings, views, and 
coping strategies. The men and women in the families had similar feelings and 
views. As mentioned earlier, some families had “special issues” to deal with like 
the loss of a child as experienced by two families. Another issue was citizenship, 
which was found to be an important factor in explaining why some transnational 
families had more problems to cope with. 
 In terms of drawing conclusions and verification of the data, the 
researcher looked for patterns of data and re-combinations of data, and made 
cross-comparisons with existing studies to interpret and explain the findings. 
The transcripts were re-examined to confirm the salience of the themes 
identified. The findings are discussed in Chapters 4 and 5. Finally, in terms of 
presenting the findings, the findings on the physical and time dimensions of 
homelessness, including preliminary insights into the different stressors and 
elements in the families’ environment that influence the families’ homeless 
experiences are discussed in Chapter 4. This sets the stage for a deeper 
understanding the psycho-social or subjective experiences of the families in 
terms of coping with the various stressors faced, which are elaborated by way of 
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eight themes in Chapter 5. The themes revealed that stressors were not 
necessarily confined or limited to just one transitional point and could extend to 
all the transitional points, and that coping with the stress of finding housing as 
well as non-housing stressors were related to each other.   
 As the themes on the families’ homeless experiences (of coping with 
multiple stressors and even the stress of using support resources) would have 
been repeated if the researcher had explained or subsumed the themes under 
each of the transitional points, the researcher made the decision to discuss the 
families’ homeless experiences by way of eight emergent themes, and to explain 
where needed, the specific issues faced by the families at a particular transitional 
point. Quotations and atypical responses from the research participants 
(husbands and wives, older and younger research participants, and Singapore 
and transnational families) are cited in the thesis to substantiate the themes and 
interpretation of the findings. 
Trustworthiness 
 As with all qualitative research, there is a need to ensure trustworthiness 
or rigor by addressing four related criteria of credibility, dependability, 
transferability and confirmability (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2008; Ryan, Coughlan 
& Cronin, 2007; Shenton, 2004; Silverman, 2010; Yin, 2009a).   
 One of the methods to ensure credibility (how close the study reflects 
and captures the phenomenon being studied) was to be knowledgeable about 
homeless families and homelessness, and to be familiar with the homeless 
families to be interviewed. Several steps were taken. First, there was much 
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reading done about homelessness, followed by gathering of information about 
homeless families from local media and government reports, and any other 
sources of information about homeless families in Singapore. This has been 
documented in Chapter 2 of the thesis, in “Review of Literature”. This process 
preceded the data collection. Second, a meeting was also held with three staff 
members of a FSC prior to the commencement of the study to gather preliminary 
information about the families on the IRHS, and the staff members’ experiences 
of working with them. The staff members were not the social workers who were 
interviewed for the study. 
  In addition, the pilot study conducted with two homeless families and 
two social workers (making six interviews in total) also enabled the researcher to 
be familiar with the culture and concerns of the homeless families. These 
measures were complemented by observing the locations and homes where the 
homeless resided, and building rapport with the families before getting them to 
share personal information about their life circumstances and feelings.  
 Another method taken to ensure credibility was audio-taping the 
interview sessions. All the participants except for one consented to this. The 
findings were transcribed verbatim by the researcher. During the interviews, the 
researcher paraphrased and summarized the views to ensure that the 
interpretation was accurate. The findings about a family were also triangulated 
with the views and feelings expressed by the other families and the social 
workers. These steps minimized inaccuracies and the researcher’s possible bias.  
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 On the issue of dependability (auditability), the operational procedures 
adopted for this study have been documented in this thesis. The audit trial of the 
study’s research process, assumptions, and decisions is presented in this chapter. 
As pointed out by Shenton (2004), the researcher should also indicate 
assumptions underpinning the decisions made and the methods adopted within 
the research report. This would lend greater rigor to the interpretation of 
findings. These assumptions and methods have also been documented in this 
chapter in the sections on sampling, and data analysis and synthesis.  
 In terms of dealing with transferability (Ryan et al., 2007), defined as the 
extent to which a study’s findings can fit into other contexts or settings, or the 
extent to which other people not being studied (the non-homeless) can relate to 
them, two methods were used. One method was to explain the context in which 
homeless families were in, and the second was to provide detailed descriptions 
of the homeless experience in terms of the families’ housing transitions, 
problems faced, coping strategies and resources, and other factors like housing 
policies that influenced their interpretations of and responses to the transitions. 
This would allow the non-homeless to understand and relate what they have read 
in the thesis to what they personally know about homeless persons, or have seen. 
 Yin’s (2009a) suggestion of triangulation, through the use of multiple 
sources of information – interviews with different groups of participants, and 
examination of documents to address concerns about credibility and 
confirmability were also adopted. Confirmability refers to the accuracy and 
precision of the measurement. The results of this study were compared with 
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relevant existing literature, local data sources such as media reports, government 
statements, and data to check for consistencies or differences between findings. 
The use of the conceptual framework to guide this case study of homeless 
families also addressed the issue of rigor. In addition, the findings about the 
families were triangulated with the views and feelings expressed by the other 
families and the social workers.   
 The researcher also discussed the data collected and its interpretation 
with the researcher’s supervisor, staff, and other postgraduate candidates from 
the university’s Social Work Department. Their role as critique providers and an 
independent sounding board increased the level of objectivity in the study. 
Finally, the limitations of this study have been documented as another method to 
ensure rigor.  
Limitations  
 One of the limitations of this study is that the entirety of the homeless 
families’ housing experiences and the impact of those experiences on their lives 
might not have been fully captured, due to the short time spent with the families. 
The researcher ended the interviews when it was assessed that the information 
collected was adequate to address the research questions, and when the research 
participants said that they did not have anything else to add to what  had been 
shared. To address this possible limitation, the researcher also examined what 
social workers had shared about their experiences working with IRHS families, 
and from available information of families on the IRHS.   
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 Second, this study only investigated homeless families on the IRHS with 
at least one child aged 18 years and below. The findings might therefore not 
reflect the views of homeless families whose children are all 18 years and above. 
However, this limitation was partly addressed by the interviews with the five 
social workers, who are case managers for different types of IRHS families.  
 Third, the success of this study depended on the co-operation of 
homeless families. The sample could be biased as those who declined to be 
interviewed might have other views. The families who declined to be part of the 
study might not be adapting well, or could be making good progress with their 
family and housing issues.  Either way, we are unable to know their personal 
views to find out what has helped and hindered them. However, this information 
gap could be plugged with information obtained from social workers. They 
could explain the factors that enable or limit a family with regard to making the 
transition out of homelessness. Future studies could attempt a comparison of 
homeless families on the IRHS and homeless families who are not. Follow-up 
studies could also utilize coping scales or instruments, which need to be 
modified to suit the social norms of Singapore.  
 The fourth limitation of this study is that the research participants had to 
be limited to English-speaking ones to standardize the interview process. This 
was also due to the researcher’s lack of fluency in other languages like Malay, 
Indian, Mandarin, and other Chinese dialects.   
 Fifth, being a cross-sectional study that captures the families’ 
experiences up to the time they were on the IRHS, it does not have the 
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longitudinal perspective to show how the families were doing after they were 
able to get their new home. This is an area for further study. In addition, the 
researcher recognized that the families might see the researcher as a position of 
power and might give social desirable responses. The researcher had mitigated 
this during the start of the interviews by reiterating that she is a social worker by 
training but was now undertaking her studies. The families were also assured 
that all their responses were kept confidential. 
 In conclusion, the study is not intended to reflect the experiences of 
homeless individuals and families who have found permanent accommodation 
with their friends or relatives. It would be difficult to find out how such groups 
are doing, compared with those rehoused on the IRHS. In addition, the life of a 
single destitute residing in a welfare home is quite different, and would not be 
comparable with a homeless family on the IRHS, or that of a family sharing 
housing with relatives and friends. It is important to note that one cannot assume 
that those who have found alternative accommodation on their own are doing 
better or worse than those on the IRHS.  
Chapter Summary 
In summary, this chapter has provided an explanation on the rationale of 
the qualitative approach and epistemology, and the methodology adopted to 
study the social issue at hand. There was a fit between the nature and aims of the 
study, the conceptual framework, the research approach, epistemology, and 
methodology. A naturalistic approach was used as this approach focuses on the 
interpretation of the experiences of people. It was also an appropriate choice as 
 119 
 
such experiences are sensitive and complex in nature. In addition, the issue of 
homeless families in Singapore is new, and there have not been many published 
studies on the topic. As such, a qualitative approach was used to study this topic. 
The study was guided by the principles of interpretative social science which 
focus on understanding the social lives and actions of people, and the meanings 
that they ascribe to their experiences.  
Case study methodology, or CSM was selected over other qualitative 
approaches as it is suitable to be used to investigate lesser-known contemporary 
social issues, and not much is known about homeless families in Singapore, as 
they are a fairly recent issue that re-emerged in 2007. As CSM uses a 
triangulated research strategy, the use of multiple sources of information allowed 
for an in-depth investigation of this issue. CSM  was also a suitable approach as 
it considers the context of the issue to be examined - in this case, homelessness, 
and more specifically the  factors affecting the families’ experiences, such as 
community resources and social structures like housing conditions, the health 
care system, and so forth in the Singapore context. The study conceptualized the 
homeless experience as a journey of transitions over time, dealing with issues 
that could range from housing to non-housing ones. As such, it was well-suited 
to CSM which examines developmental factors, in other words, a case evolving 
as a string of activities or events over a period of time.  
In terms of the research sample and sampling strategies, homeless 
families and social workers were interviewed. Purposive sampling was used. 
The contact points to reach the research participants were three FSCs. The 
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primary findings were obtained from interviews conducted with 23 persons, 
comprising 18 persons from nine homeless families, and five social workers. 
The data collection method for these two groups of research participants was 
face-to-face interviews in English using a semi-structured interview guide. 
Fieldwork was conducted from 31 July 2013 to 10 May 2014, and concluded 
when saturation point was reached at 23 interviews.  
 To address the issues of trustworthiness in the study, a number of steps 
were taken including reading up on the issues, audio-taping, and triangulation of 
the interviews from the two research samples with each other and other data. 
The data was coded using the MAXQDA. Analytical induction and constant 
comparison strategies were used to identify common themes and patterns. It is 
hoped that the data, as presented in the following three chapters, would provide 
deeper insights into the lives of homeless families and add value to social work 
practice with homeless families, policies on preventing and dealing  with 




CHARACTERISTICS OF FAMILIES ON IRHS AND 
THE JOURNEY OF DIFFERENT HOUSING TRANSITIONS 
Overview  
 This qualitative study was undertaken with the aim of understanding the 
experiences of homeless families in Singapore. The findings of the study have 
been organized into three broad categories:  
1. Characteristics of homeless families on the IRHS.  
2. Homelessness as a journey of different housing transitions.  
3. Homeless experiences (stress and problems faced by families, coping and 
adaption strategies, and factors affecting their experiences).  
 In this chapter, the findings for two research areas are presented: the 
characteristics of the families, and the families’ journey of housing transitions 
(reflecting the spatial and time dimensions of homelessness). The third set of 
research findings on the IRHS families’ experiences in terms of deeper insights 
into the stressors faced, coping strategies, and factors affecting the families’ 
experience is elucidated in Chapter 5. 
 In this chapter, the findings are presented via explanations and analyses 
of the families’ common experiences. The details of each family’s 
circumstances, when unique to a family, are then elaborated. While this 
approach appears to be a rather mechanical way of presenting the findings, 
compared with a system of presenting the life story of each homeless family, it 
was chosen as it can enable the reader to find answers to questions of concern 
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across all the homeless families interviewed. For instance, one could compare 
one family’s experience with another’s within a particular research question or 
category.  
 As explained, quotations from the research participants have been 
included to reflect the circumstances, feelings and dilemmas faced in their own 
words, and to illustrate the complexity of concomitant issues they had to cope 
with. It was felt that the meaning or essence of the participants’ experience 
would be lost by shortening the quotations or summarizing them. As such, some 
of the quotations are fairly lengthy. However, this approach is consistent with 
the nature of qualitative research to explain the phenomenon being studied. 
Characteristics of  Families on the IRHS 
  To recapitulate, the findings were obtained from face-to-face interviews  
with 23 persons, comprising nine families with one or more children aged 18 
years and below, and who were on the IRHS for at least three months (separate 
interviews were conducted with each husband and wife, making 18 interviews in 
total), and five social workers who worked with IRHS families. The social 
workers interviewed might not necessarily have been the case managers of the 
nine IRHS families interviewed.   
 The first set of findings is on the characteristics of families on the IRHS. 
There is little published information on the profile of families on the IRHS and 
this study provides insights into these families The demographic data of the 
families is also important as it enables us to have a better understanding of their 
views about homelessness, their needs, the stressors faced, how they coped with 
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life, and their aspirations and future plans. The data elicited from the nine 
families included age, marriage, family size, ethnicity, nationality, educational 
background, nature of employment and family income. The social workers who 
were interviewed also provided insights into the profiles of the homeless 
families that they worked with. In keeping with the nature of case study 
methodology, the interview data were triangulated with each other, and 
synthesized with other data sources such as research studies, local media articles, 
government speeches, reports, and so forth.  
Age 
 Table 3 shows the demographic information of the nine IRHS families at 
the time of the interviews with them. There was variation in the ages of the 
family research participants, with most (12 out of 18) being 40 years old and 
above. The youngest man was 31 years old while the oldest was 57 years old. 
For the women, both of the youngest were 29 years old, and the oldest was 51 
years old.  There were two married couples (Mr. and Mrs. G, and Mr. and Mrs. 
H respectively) for whom, the age gap between the men and women was more 
than 20 years. It was the second marriage for both of the men. Both these two 
families had children who were 10 years old or younger. The family life cycles 




Table 3  
 
Characteristics of Families on IRHS 
Family Age Nationality Educational 
Level 




Years in  
marriage and 
age of children 
A Mr. A 54 Singaporean Primary Stopped work due to a 
stroke.   




ages 23, 21 and 
16 years  
 Mrs. A 51 Singaporean 
 
Primary Packs meals   900 





ages 23, 20 and 
10 years  
 Mrs. B 49 Singaporean 
 
Primary Homemaker NA 




ages 21, 17 and 
16 years 
 Mrs. C 51 Singaporean 
 
Secondary Homemaker NA 




ages 15, 14, 6, 
and 5 years, and 
6 months                         
 Mrs. D 37 
 
Singaporean Secondary Homemaker NA 




ages 13 and 9 
years 
 Mrs. E 32 Singaporean Secondary Homemaker NA 




ages 10 and 8 
years 
 Mrs. F 44 Non-
Singaporean 
Secondary Homemaker- on a social 
visit pass 
NA 
*G  Mr. G 57 Singaporean 
 
Secondary Works in a pub 1,500 Married: 2 years 
 
Three children: 
ages 9, 8 and 3 
years 





Secondary Homemaker – on a social 
visit pass 
NA 




ages 8 years and 
10 months 





Primary Homemaker NA 
I Mr. I 31 Chinese/ 
Singaporean 
Secondary Cook 2,000 Married: 6 years 
 
One child: age 5 
years 
 Mrs. I 29 Non-
Singaporean  
Primary  Homemaker – on a social 
visit pass  
NA 
        
*Second marriage for Mr. G and Mr. H. F 




Family Life Cycle 
 During the time of the study, the IRHS families were at different stages 
of their family life cycle, as indicated by the length of marriage of the couples 
and the ages of their children. Of the nine families, most had been married for 
ten or more years, with 25 years being the longest period of marriage, and the 
shortest being two years for one married couple. In this latter case, it was the 
second marriage for the man.   
 The nine families had a total of 24 children, with most families having 
two to three children. Comparing the ages of the 24 children, 19 of them were 
below 18 years old, with 13 of them aged 12 years or younger. Two children 
were less than a year old. The different ages of the children reflect the different 
attendant needs of their families. Three of the families (A, B and C) had slightly 
older children; each family had two children aged 20 years and above, and their 
youngest was 16 years or below.  
 A point to note is that the fieldwork was carried out between 31 July 
2013 and 24 May 2014, and some of the families were homeless before that. 
Thus when Families A and B became homeless in 2009, their children were 
much younger (all below 18 years old) then. This suggests that their needs could 
be similar to those faced by the other IRHS families with primary and lower 
secondary school children at the time of the study.  
Ethnicity and Nationality  
 The ethnicities of the nine families interviewed included Chinese, Malay, 
Indian and Eurasian. This ethnic profile mirrors the multi-cultural population in 
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Singapore. Only information about the ethnicity of the men has been provided as 
revelation of their spouses’ ethnicities, when pieced together with other profile 
data, could lead to the families being identified and compromise confidentiality.  
 The findings revealed that the nine families could be classified into two 
categories; Singaporean families and transnational families. Singaporean 
families are those in which both spouses are Singapore citizens. There were five 
Singaporean families (Families A, B, C, D and E) whose children were also 
Singapore citizens. The other four families were transnational families (Families 
F, G, H and I), in which the Singaporean men married foreigners. Of the four 
transnational marriages, Mr. and Mrs. F had married in Mrs. F’s country of 
origin about ten years ago, whilst the other three marriages were registered in 
Singapore. In addition, two of the four transnational marriages (Families G and 
H) were remarriages on the men’s part. Of the four non-Singaporean women, 
only Mrs. H had been given Singapore Citizenship. The other three non-
Singaporean spouses (Mrs. F, Mrs. G, and Mrs. I) have been granted Visit 
Passes of varying periods to reside in Singapore.  
 The children from two of the transnational families (Families F and G) 
had been born overseas. Family F shared that after two years after their return to 
Singapore, one of their children had been granted Singapore citizenship. During 
that period, the children had been classified as non-citizens of Singapore and 
granted student passes to reside and study in Singapore. In the case of Family G, 
Mr. G was still in the process of trying to apply for Singapore citizenship for two 
of his three children. He had managed to apply for citizenship for one of them 
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after a period of waiting. The classification of families based on their nationality 
or citizenship could be said to be fluid in nature, as the female spouses and 
children could be granted Singapore citizenship later. The study also found that 
citizenship played a role in the families’ housing experiences, as well as other 
aspects of life. This will be elaborated on in the other sections of the thesis.   
Education, Employment and Family Income 
 The highest educational level attained by the married couples was either 
primary or secondary school education (or its equivalent for their foreign 
spouses). Among the men, five of them had completed primary school, and the 
other four had had up to secondary education. For the women, four of them had 
received up to primary education, while the remaining five had completed 
secondary school or its equivalent.    
 All the IRHS families were single-income households, with all the men 
except one, being the breadwinners of the families. Only Mr. A was not 
working; he had been previously employed as a motor-cycle dispatch driver. He 
stopped work after a mild stroke which affected not only his physical mobility 
but also eye-sight. While Mr. D was doing odd-jobs, he shared that he had 
worked as a housing agent until 2008, and that he had earned more in the past. 
He did not continue with this job due to personal reasons, and the changes taking 
place in the real estate industry.  
 At the time of the study, the gross monthly salary of most of the working 
men was SGD1,900 or less, and their occupations included security officer,  
delivery driver, cook, cleaning supervisor, and doing odd-jobs. In the case of Mr. 
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I, although he had a monthly salary of about SGD2,000, which was higher than 
those of the other men at the time of the interview, he said that this was because 
of a recent salary increment. In the past, he had earned between SGD1,500 to 
SGD1,800. Mrs. A, the only woman in all the families who was working 
supported her family with a gross monthly salary of SGD900 by packing meals 
for a food catering company. This family also had the lowest family income. The 
family incomes of most of the IRHS families were lower than the income 
threshold of SGD1,900 for eligibility for welfare assistance in Singapore (Basu, 
2013; Chan, 2013). 
 Most of the families were single-income households, with eight of the 
women being homemakers. Five of the Singaporean women said that that they 
had previously been working; two had been cleaners (Mrs. E and Mrs. H), two 
had been doing some administrative work (Mrs. C and Mrs. D), and one had 
worked as a part-time security officer (Mrs. B). They had stopped work for 
various reasons. Two of them stopped because of health issues. Mrs. C had been 
diagnosed with first- stage cancer around the same time the family had first 
faced housing arrears and other financial difficulties. She mentioned that her 
spouse and family members had advised her to stop work to receive treatment 
and recuperate. Mrs. E had previously worked as a cleaner. She suffered a 
slipped disc after a fall during work and stopped work thereafter. The other three 
women had stopped work to look after their children. Two of the three non-
Singaporean spouses did not work as this was disallowed under the conditions of 
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the Visit Pass. The remaining non-Singaporean spouse with a longer-term Visit 
Pass was allowed to work but was not doing so because of child-care reasons.   
Health Issues 
 While information about health was not included as part of the profile 
data to be collected, the families revealed that they had medical ailments which 
still required medical attention.  Some of the families’ medical problems existed 
prior to their being on the IRHS, or while they were on the IRHS. Seven (three 
women and four men) of the 18 family participants shared their medical 
problems; some of them, such as Mrs. B had more than one medical condition.  
The families’ medical conditions included a mild stroke, cancer, heart conditions 
requiring angioplasty, kidney stones, thyroid problems, vision problems, a 
slipped disc and a stomach ulcer which required medical follow-up. Five of the 
research participants had been hospitalized before, for example, Mrs. E, who 
was recovering from cancer and still required medical follow-up. In some of the 
families, both the husband and wife had medical problems. The medical costs 
incurred were additional financial worries for some of them. None of the 
families reported that their children had medical problems.  
Views of Social Workers 
  The views of social workers were also sought to understand the profile 
of homeless families. The five social workers who were interviewed were all 
females, aged between 25 and 29 years old. Their work experience ranged from 
five months to about five years and they had worked with different types of 
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clients including families on the IRHS. At the time of the interview, each had 
one or more active cases on the IRHS. They also had some closed IRHS cases.  
 The profiles of the IRHS families that the social workers worked with 
were similar to the characteristics of the nine families interviewed. The IRHS 
families that they worked with comprised both single-income and dual-income 
families with school-going children. Consistent with the profiles of the families 
interviewed, the IRHS cases that the social workers handled were generally low-
income households, whose adults worked as cleaners or cashiers. Some of these 
families also were single-parent headed household, both male and female-
headed.  For instance, social worker Isa talked about an IRHS client who was a 
single mother with two young children, and worked as a cashier. She was 
concerned about her children being left alone at home. The social workers also 
shared that the profiles of their IRHS clients were similar to those of other low-
income families that they worked with, except that the IRHS families had more 
pressing or unresolved housing issues to be dealt with.  
 The social workers also had IRHS cases, in which the females were 
homemakers because of child-care reasons. Two social workers said that some 
of their IRHS cases had other problems like health issues, with either the parent 
or a child in the family having a serious medical condition, like kidney failure or 
cancer. One of the social workers mentioned that she had an IRHS family in 
which both spouses were cleaners, and one of their children had kidney 
problems. The family was concerned about how to provide the best care for the 
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child with their limited budget, and was grappling with the possibility of one of 
them stopping work to look after their child.    
The Journey of Different Housing Transitions 
 This section examines the nine families’ homeless journey at each 
transitional point. The discussion focuses on the families’ physical living 
arrangements, and the duration at each transitional point. It provides some 
preliminary insights into the stressors faced, their feelings, and the families’ 
interpretations of their experiences. In-depth discussion of homelessness in 
terms of the entirety of the families’ perception of the stressors and how they 
coped can be found in Chapter 5.  
  Analysis of the housing journey was carried out based on the four 
transitional points of the conceptual framework. The experience of being 
homeless is not just about what it is like living on the IRHS, as that is only one 
point in the families’ lives. A family could also have been without an abode and 
living in different places prior to being on the IRHS. Table 4 summarizes the 
housing histories of the nine families, starting from their home of origin and the 
different alternative living arrangements that they had.   
Point A: Home of origin 
Point B: B(1) Loss of home/leaving of home and 
    (B2) Alternative living arrangements  
Point C: Being on the IRHS 






Table 4   
 
Home of Origin, Being on IRHS and Alternative Housing Arrangements Before IRHS 
               Point B: Alternative Housing Arrangements Before IRHS  
(not in chronological order as some families alternated between the  
different living arrangements) 
Family    Point A: Home of  Origin  and Point 




















market   
Rented a 
room 



















Sold their four-room HDB flat in 
2009 due to housing arrears and 
moved into the IRHS flat 
immediately. On the IRHS for 
about three and a half years and 
lived in two IRHS flats. Not co-
sharing now but co-shared with one 
family in the past in the previous 
































Sold their three-room HDB flat in 
2009 due to housing arrears and 
moved into the IRHS flat 
immediately. On the IRHS for 
about three and a half years and 
lived in two IRHS flats. Not co-
sharing now but co-shared with two 
families in the past in the previous 
































Sold their four-room HDB flat in 
2013 due to housing arrears and 
moved into the IRHS flat 
immediately. About nine months on 
































Sold their three-room HDB flat in 
2009 as they wanted to upgrade to a 
bigger flat. About eight months on 











   
 
 E 
Had a three-room HDB flat 
previously and upgraded to a five-
room flat which was sold in 2008 
due to housing arrears. About six 
months on the IRHS and co-
sharing. 
 















Was overseas and returned to 
Singapore in 2011. About four 











Was overseas and returned to 
Singapore in 2012. About nine 
months on the IRHS and not co-
sharing.  





Sold their four -room HDB flat in 
2009 so that the sale proceeds could 
be used for medical expenses of a 
family member. About six months 





     
 
 I 
‘Chased out of their home’ (three-
room HDB flat) by father and 
stepmother (Mr. TC’s words) in 
2014. About three months on the 
IRHS and co-sharing. 
 
           
      
      2X 
     
 






Note:  X means one experience     
           2X mean two experiences  
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Point A: Home of Origin 
  All the families shared openly about where they lived prior to being on 
the IRHS. They related that they had had an abode that they called home. Of the 
nine families, Families A and C had previously owned a four-room HDB flat 
each, which was bigger than the IRHS flat each was currently living in. Families 
B and D both had a three-room HDB flat. For Family E, their first family home 
was a three-room HDB flat before they upgraded to a bigger five-room HDB 
flat. For these families, their homes of origin were much larger than their 
accommodations on the IRHS.  
 For two of the transnational families, Family H had had their four-room 
HDB flat, while Family I had lived with Mr. I’s father, step-mother and siblings 
in the family home (a three-room HDB flat) that Mr. I had grown up in. These 
two families had been like any other Singaporean household with an HDB flat as 
home. Home for the remaining two transnational families had been overseas, in 
the countries the foreign spouses were from. Family F had left Singapore to live 
in Mrs. F’s country of origin for about ten years. This was because Mrs. F was 
not granted permanent residency in Singapore. Home for the family was a small 
farm and according to them, they had always been self-sufficient.  
 For Mr. G and his family, they had lived in a rented place in Mrs. G’s 
country of origin. The family lived there as Mr. G faced difficulties getting 
approval from the Singapore authorities for his family to reside here. He said, 
“because so difficult, with their pass being rejected twice, so I don’t have a 
choice, I wanted to be with my child, so I went over there.” Both transnational 
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families also lived within walking distance of their extended families and 
enjoyed a close relationship with them. Thus all the IRHS families had had a 
stable physical abode. The families also felt emotionally and socially 
comfortable in their homes of origin. The period of relative stability in their 
homes of origin came to an end, due to decisions made by the families. Some of 
these were financial related, whilst others were due to plans gone awry or 
unexpected life events.   
Point B(1): Loss of Home/Leaving of Home 
 There were different reasons why the families left their home of origin. 
The reasons could have been involuntary or and voluntary in nature, but 
nevertheless the circumstances under which they occurred marked the beginning 
of homelessness for the families. Among the Singaporean families, the most 
commonly cited explanation for leaving or having to leave their homes was 
financial reasons, of which there were many. Financial difficulties was one of 
the major stressors faced by the families, and one of the early signs that they 
might lose their homes was their inability to keep up with their housing loans.  
 Three of the Singaporean families, Families A, B, and C were in arrears 
for their HDB flats, and Families B and C also had problems paying their 
utilities bills. Mr. A recalled, “I could not pay up my mortgage loan, so, so the 
HDB wanted to repossess my HDB, my flat. So they tell me to sell it off.” 
Similarly for Families B and C, it was a situation of, “cannot pay the monthly 
payment, so they take back the flat” (Mrs. B) and, “because, because of the, we, 
er, got a debt from HDB right, can’t afford” (Mrs. C). These families used 
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problem-solving and pro-active coping strategies; they sold their homes to 
ensure that they could at least get some proceeds from the sales of their flats, and 
to settle their arrears.   
 Families A and C also had problems paying off other loans. Mr. A 
related that he had struggled to settle a renovation loan of about SGD20,000 
taken from a bank, in addition to the housing loan he had to pay. Family C had a 
debt for furniture bought through hire-purchase arrangements. These families 
eventually sold their flats. They did not have much of a choice, as pointed out by 
Mrs. C, “because that is the way we have to settle our debt.” It seemed the most 
logical and practical thing to do.  
 There were other financial reasons unrelated to housing issues for two 
other families. For transnational Family G, Mr. G had lived in his wife’s country 
of origin and the recurrent cost of renewing his visa was high; Mrs. G said that it 
was more expensive than Singapore’s. The family was also concerned about 
their future in terms of finding a better paying job to support their three young 
children. Hence, they decided to return to Singapore in 2012.  
As for Mr. H, he sold his home in 2009 because the family needed the money to 
pay for his ailing father’s medical expenses. He explained that he made this 
decision as his siblings were also not doing well financially, and there were 
squabbles over this matter. His father has since passed away. All these decisions 
reflect the families’ problem-solving strategies and efforts to have some control 
or mastery over their homeless predicament and other difficulties, albeit under 
different family circumstances. The common outcome however, was that 
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families ended up being homeless. The sale of the home subsequently led to 
other non-housing stressors such as coping with living in different temporary 
places which will be explained in other sections.  
  For one of the Singapore families, Family D, it was a case of housing 
plans not working out, thus leaving them without a home. Mr. and Mrs. D had 
planned to sell their three-room HDB flat and buy Mr. D’s parents’ five-room 
HDB flat. Mr. D explained that the decision of moving into a bigger flat was to 
accommodate his growing family, as his wife was expecting their fourth child 
then. His parents would continue to live with him in the flat. Mr. D said that due 
to some miscommunication, his parents had signed the legal papers to sell their 
home without his knowledge. By the time Mr. D found out what had happened, 
it was too late as his family had also sold their marital home around the same 
time. Family D thus found themselves in a housing dilemma. For this family, 
their plans, which seemed rational, had led to the unexpected loss of their home, 
and consequently the stress of looking for suitable accommodation and coping 
with living in alterative places.  
 Family E also had had to sell their home due to a mixture of financial 
difficulties, and housing plans gone awry. The family had sold their first HDB 
home which was a three-room HDB flat and upgraded to a five-room HDB flat. 
Mrs. E related that the plan was for Mr. E’s parents and sibling to live with them 
in the bigger flat and also to co-pay for the flat, “As a family agree that they stay 
with us you see…and together contribute for the five-room.” However, Mr. E’s 
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parents changed their minds. Mrs. E said, “They pull themselves out of our 
problem.”  
 Not long after they moved into their new and bigger HDB flat, Mr. E’s 
work contract was not renewed, and Mrs. E also stopped work. Mr. E could not 
find work for a period of time and the family depended heavily on their savings. 
After six to seven months of housing arrears, Family E then decided to sell their 
home in late 2008. Their plan was to wait out the debarment period before 
applying for an HDB rental flat. In the meantime, they would rent a place from 
the open market. Thus, this family faced multiple stressors that included coping 
with higher payment brought about by moving into a bigger home, housing 
arrears, unemployment and the lack of a steady income stream for the family, as 
well as the long waiting time before they would apply for an HDB flat.  
 In the case of transnational Family F, they decided to leave their home of 
origin after considering longer-term plans for their children. While the family 
was happy and self-sufficient in their small farm overseas, Mr. F explained, 
“Now I decide to bring back for my family for good education in Singapore. For 
my, for the children future, so we just get back here.” Mr. F returned to 
Singapore in 2011, together with his wife and two children. He came back with 
the expectation that things would work out, “I thought to bring my family back 
to Singapore to be a Singapore Citizen for my family, I thought easy, can apply 
and get a flat but does not know that it is very difficult.”  It would appear that for 
this family they had to cope not only with the stress of relocating to Singapore, 
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but also coming to terms with somewhat shattered dreams for a better life, 
especially for their children.   
 The other reason for leaving one’s home of origin leading to the start of 
being homeless, was family conflicts, and this was specific to one transnational 
family. In Mr. I’s own words, “But due to some family problems, they chase us 
out.  My father chased us out.” Mr. and Mrs. I said that after Mr. I’s widowed 
father remarried, it became increasingly difficult to live under the same roof with 
his father and step-mother. He related, “I also don’t know what really happened, 
like she [the stepmother] keep thinking we are going to take my father’s assets, 
his money, everything,” and  “then my father believes her, then chase us out, 
regardless whether we got money or no money.”  
 Mr. I was upset and hurt that things had come to that, that his father 
would ask him, his wife and his son, who was about two years old then, to move 
out. It seemed that moving out the family was the solution to the stressful family 
conflict, but the consequence was hardship for Mr. and Mrs. I.  The family had 
to cope with the hurt arising from broken family ties, the loss of a family home 
they were used to, and the difficult time of looking and paying for affordable and 
stable accommodation.    
 Point B(2):Alternative Living Arrangements 
 From the above narratives of the families, it is clear that there were 
different circumstances explaining why they had to leave their home of origin. 
The next life transition the families faced was finding a place to live and this 
period could be said to be one in which most of the families had faced greater 
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stress. Many of the families had coped on their own to find a temporary place to 
live in. It was a difficult period for the families, even for those who had a place 
to live in. Having a physical place to live in did not mean one was not homeless, 
as first, these place(s) they lived in were temporary in nature; second, there was 
a lack of emotional connection with the place(s) they lived in as home as they 
had to co-shared these places, and third, because they did not own these places. 
These sentiments resound with the three dimensions of a home/being homeless 
of the ETHOS framework (FEANTSA, 2011).  
  Three families, Families A, B, and C moved into an IRHS flat almost 
immediately after selling their homes (Point C of the conceptual framework). 
They did not have other forms of temporary living arrangements (Point (B)), 
unlike the rest. It could be said that their move was seamless as they knew 
beforehand that they had a place to live in, although it was temporary in nature. 
The families were spared the hassle of finding housing on their own. However, 
for families who had to co-share the IRHS flat with another family, it was a 
difficult period. The stress of co-sharing is explained in greater detail in the next 
chapter.   
 The other six families had different types of living arrangements prior to 
being on the IRHS, and the interviews revealed that there were up to seven types 
of pre-IRHS accommodation. Thus, there were sub-transitional points within 
Point B(2) (alternative accommodation). The temporary living arrangements 
prior to moving to the IRHS flat reflect the need to cope with finding suitably 
stable and affordable accommodation, the stress of packing and unpacking, and 
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having to adjust to a new living  environment. The seven types of alternative 
living arrangements were as follows:  
1. Living with one or more family members temporarily and rent-free - 
Families D and F 
2. Renting a room from the open market - Families D and H 
3. Renting a flat from the open market - Families E and F 
4. Renting a room from a family member/relative - Families D, E, and I 
5. Renting a room from a friend - Families G and I 
6. Renting a home in Johor Bahru, Malaysia - Family E 
7. Living in a shelter for the homeless - Family E 
 Families G and H could be regarded as being better off than the other 
families as they had rather stable living arrangements, and lived only in one 
place before moving into the IRHS flat. Family G, who returned from overseas, 
stayed in a rented room in an HDB flat which Mr. G’s employer, whom he also 
counted as a friend, helped to arrange. The family lived there for about nine 
months and had to share the rented premises with six adults. Like Family G, 
Family H made their home in a rented room in an HDB flat. The family lived 
there for a few years and had to cope with the inconveniences of sharing  the 
amenities in the HDB flat with other tenants.   
 The other four families (D, E, F and I) had a more trying time, moving a 
few times and living in different places. It was also found that having to move 
did not necessarily mean living in a totally new place as one could revert to 
previous living arrangements. Families D and E moved five times, Family F 
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moved four times, and Family I moved three times before settling into the IRHS 
flat. The homeless journey of each family is elaborated on in the following 
paragraphs to reveal how complicated and painful it was for them.  
 Family D moved from place to place five times, over a period of about 
four years. After the family sold their home of origin, they lived in a rented 
room. After staying there for about a year, they rented a room from Mrs. D’s 
parents. However, the arrangement lasted only a few months. In Mrs. D’s words, 
“My mother really forced us to leave” over rent issues, although the rent amount 
had been mutually agreed upon earlier. Mrs. D’s mother, father and elder brother 
felt that they could get a higher rent if the room was rented to outsiders, “The 
price of renting out to, can, a room can up to more than SGD1,000” (Mrs. D), 
which was more than what the family was paying. The family had to cope not 
only with homelessness, but also hurt and anger over the way their own kin 
treated them.  
 Being “chased out”, the family coped by seeking refuge with Mr. D’s 
sister for a few months. During this period, the family had to split up for 
practical reasons. Their two older children lived with Mr. D’s brother as it was 
easier for the children to travel to school, and the children could also be 
supervised after school by their uncle. The two younger children lived with and 
were cared for by Mr. and Mrs. D in Mr. D’s sister’s flat. The flat was quite 
crowded with the number of people living there. His parents who had sold their 
flat, also lived there with his sister. In addition, Family D had stored a lot of 
physical belongings in the flat.  
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 Mrs. D related that her parents subsequently contacted her a few months 
later, persuading them to return. The entire family then moved back to live with 
her parents in the rented room. However, things did not work out again between 
the family and Mrs. D’s parents. The family then headed back to live with Mr. 
D’s siblings, reverting to the same arrangements as before, with their two older 
children living with their uncle. Mr. D said that there were no major conflicts 
when doubling-up with his siblings, except for small arguments with his sister 
over daily routines like watching television, excessive noise, and maintaining the 
tidiness of the place. Co-living with family members who are supposedly a 
source of support did not necessarily mean stable housing arrangements for this 
family. In fact, it was more stressful for Family D. 
 Like Family D, Family E had to cope with the uncertainty of affordable 
accommodation, leading them to moving a few times. The family had in fact 
moved five times prior to being on the IRHS. As explained earlier, Family E 
sold their five-room HDB flat in 2008 as they had problems paying their housing 
mortgage. This happened after Mr. E’s work contract had not been renewed 
(unexpectedly), and the family had to cope with the breadwinner being 
unemployed and the loss of income for a period of time. On the advice of an 
acquaintance who was a housing agent, they sold their flat as a solution, after 
being assured by the housing agent that they could rent an HDB public rental flat 
two years later. They then rented an entire HDB flat twice from the private 
market with the proceeds from the sale for their flat while waiting for the 
debarment period before they could apply for an HDB rental flat. However, they 
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ended up without permanent housing for a long time, “seven years” according to 
Mrs. E.  
 After renting two HDB flats over a period of two years from the open 
market, and still not being able to get an HDB rental flat under the Public Rental 
Scheme, they coped with their housing predicament by making the decision to 
live across the Singapore Causeway, in Johor Bahru, Malaysia. They had 
assessed that housing was more affordable there. The family ended up renting a 
home in Johor Bahru for close to three years. During this time, Mr. E who found 
work as a lorry driver would travel to Singapore daily. Their two children had to 
commute to and fro Singapore for more than three hours to attend school as their 
home was not near the causeway linking Singapore and Johor Bahru. This period 
was not easy on the family, especially the children who were tired out.  
 The family returned to Singapore around the middle of 2013 after 
making plans to live with Mr. E’s grandmother, “because her tenant just finish 
contract” (Mr. E). Mrs. E shared her mixed feelings about moving back to 
Singapore, reflecting the family’s use of a combination of problem-solving, 
emotion- focused strategies, and meaning-focusing coping strategy for herself:   
 When I want to step out from Johor, to come back Singapore, 
 my heart very heavy because we don’t know what is there for 
 us, because we already stay there for so long, so we don’t  
 know that is it the right choice we make or not, but we just a  
 few months then we, but I am lucky,  I really don’t regret  
 because if we never take that step ah, I, I don’t think now 
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  have this, our, rental flat [the HDB rental flat they had  
 applied for coming… 
  The arrangements to live with Mr. E’s grandmother only lasted for a 
short period as there was a dispute over the amount of rent, similar to what 
Family D faced. The family had to move out urgently. Mrs. E recalled she was 
stressed out by the immediacy of having to move out. She said that to cope with 
homelessness, they were prepared to make their home in the lorry that her 
husband drove for work. It was a crisis for them.  
 Mrs. E said that it was through a chance telephone call with a social 
worker on the day that she was busy packing, and the family was preparing to 
move out, that they had received help. A social worker from a FSC providing 
services in one of her children’s schools had called her, and she had informed 
the social worker what had happened. The social worker referred the family 
immediately to a homeless shelter that same afternoon. With the support of 
formal social services, the family lived in the shelter for about three months until 
they applied for an IRHS flat. While in the shelter, the family had two separate 
episodes of coping with co-sharing with two different families, one of whom 
Mrs. E said was “not clean.” They moved into the IRHS flat in late 2013 and 
also had to c-share the flat but they did not have problems with their co-tenant 
family. 
 As explained earlier, Mr. and Mrs. F were hopeful of getting an HDB flat 
after returning to Singapore in 2011 and settling in soon. However, their hopes 
were shattered. Mr. F was dismayed to find out that they could not buy or rent a 
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flat from the HDB directly as they did not meet some of the housing criteria - 
neither his spouse nor children were Singaporeans. Family F had several 
temporary living arrangements before being on the IRHS. They alternated 
between staying in Mr. F’s brother’s home, a small HDB flat (usually for three 
to four months at a time) and a cousin’s home (for about a week at a time). They 
also doubled-up at one of Mr. F’s friend’s home for a few days. These unstable 
housing arrangements went on for about a year. 
 Both Mr. and Mrs. F spoke of these living arrangements as physically 
and emotionally stressful. As related by Mrs. F, “I feel like very, very sad and 
tired of moving, especially for my kids …we don’t have a proper place, so we 
get no choice to be like that.” They did not have all their personal belongings 
with them, as Mr. F’s brother’s place was too small. These were kept at a 
cousin’s place and Mrs. F had to collect their things from the cousin’s place 
whenever they were needed. Co-sharing with Mr. F’s brother was not easy as the 
family was not welcomed by his sister-in-law. Mrs. F described the sister-in-law 
as being cold towards them. The sister-in-law was also afraid that the co-sharing 
arrangement was illegal.  
 As a solution to the discomfort of living with their relatives, Family  F 
eventually decided to rent an entire three-room HDB flat from the open property 
market rather than a room. It was a coping strategy even though it was 
financially costly for them, and in fact, became a financial burden affecting the 
family’s household expense. Mrs. F explained, “So we got no choice to take the 
whole unit, and pay for very expensive” as when they tried to rent a room, the 
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home-owners did not want children or did not allow them to cook in the flat. The 
rent was a hefty SGD2,050 per month, and this ate into their savings. To cope 
with the high rental cost and need for daily food expenses, the family took the 
practical step of doing away with tuition for their children, along with other 
budgetary measures taken.  
 For Mr. I, he recounted the stress and pain of being “chased out” of the 
family home by his father due to family conflicts. He managed to rent a room 
from an aunt. Unfortunately, the stay there was not long. The family had to 
move out as his aunt needed the room back to accommodate and care for an 
elderly relative who was ill. Mr. I then rented a room from a childhood friend’s 
family. This was also for a short period of a few months as the family wanted the 
room back. According to Mr. I, the family wanted a tenant who could pay a 
higher rent, although he found out later that the room had not been rented out at 
all. Faced with a difficult situation, Mr. I requested that his father to allow them 
to back into the family home until they found a suitable place but:  
He reject me, he reject me again, then I say it’s ok, never  
mind. Then I said, since you want to do this, you want to put 
your son, and your grandson, I mean, you don’t care about  
them, you put them outside, then might as well forget it, I  
will find my own place, so I ask my aunty for help again.  
The family moved back into his aunt’s place but the living arrangements were 
less comfortable than before. Although he paid rent to his aunt, the family did 
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not have a room to themselves, as in the past. The family of three slept in the 
living room and had to cope with the lack of privacy.  
Point C: IRHS 
 The data analyzed in this sub-section has been divided into two parts: 
first, how families came to be on the IRHS, and the durations for which the 
families had been homeless and on the IRHS; and second, the experiences of co-
sharing the IRHS flats, if any. In terms of the time and duration, the families 
moved into the IRHS flats at different times, and consequently had been on the 
IRHS for varying periods of time. Table 5 provides a summary of the period 
between Point A (leaving or losing their home of origin), and Point C (being on 
the IRHS). The time difference also reflects the period during which the families 
lived in alternative places, prior to being on the IRHS.    
 The periods during which the families had been on the IRHS ranged 
from three months to more than three years. Three families (A, B and C) moved 
into the IRHS flat immediately after selling their homes of origin. As mentioned 
by Mrs. B, “HDB officer…I forgot the name. Then he say don’t worry, we will 
let you stay in the interim.” Similarly, Mr. A said, “HDB asked me to sell last 
minute, if not, repossess, then I got  to look for a flat and all this problem, then 
they told me, arrange for me the interim block, interim block. So I settle with 






Table 5  
Between Loss of/Leaving Home of Origin and Being on IRHS 
Family Point A 
(Loss of/Leaving Home of 
Origin) 
Point C 
(Being on IRHS) 
Time Period Between 
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2013 – about 3 months  
 
About 1 year 
 
 Families A and B had been on the IRHS since 2009, the same year that 
they sold their home. Of all the families, Families A and B had been on the 
IRHS longest, about three and a-half years. This was much longer that what the 
IRHS had initially set out to provide for families; the rental period was initially 
for six months, and was later raised to two years. This probably reflects the 
general housing conditions for needy families in Singapore – the shortage of 
HDB rental and purchase flats that families could be rehoused in. This has been 
acknowledged by the government and housing development plans are being 
expedited (Chang, 2013; Ho, 2013, Khaw, 2011; Tan, 2012; Yeo, 2013). Family 
C had moved into their IRHS flat immediately after their flat was sold in 2013, 
 149 
 
and had been living in the IRHS flat for about nine months at the time of the 
study.   
 Families A, B, and C who had moved into the IRHS flats immediately 
after their homes had been sold related that they were actually unaware of the 
existence of IRHS. They were worried about being left literally homeless. The 
families found out about transitional housing only after telling HDB officers 
their plights. The HDB then helped arranged interim rental housing for them. 
These families had a less tumultuous time as they did not have to look for 
alternative housing in the open market, unlike the other families who had to cope 
with looking for accommodation that was affordable. It is not quite clear the 
reasons why some families were given an IRHS immediately and did not have to 
exhaust all other avenues like staying with their relatives first. For Families A 
and B, it could be that the IRHS was fairly new in 2009 and the IRHS rules were 
still being refined, and hence there was some flexibility given in placing them on 
the IRHS almost immediately after the sale of their home. It is also possible that 
more HDB flats have been made available overtime for the IRHS, and hence 
families were able to get an IRHS flat.    
  The other six families moved into their IRHS flats much later. They 
found alternative living arrangements by seeking social support from their 
family and friends, from formal agencies like the MP, or looking to the open 
housing market to rent a room or an entire flat. Families G and I coped on their 
own for a year, while Family F lived in different places for two years before they 
applied for an IRHS flat. Another two families (D and H) managed on their own 
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for four years, and Family E applied for an IRHS flat seven years after losing 
their home of origin. The families applied for the IRHS flats with the assistance 
of the MPs in the constituencies where they lived, with the aid of a social 
worker, by approaching the HDB, or by a combination of the three ways. 
   Families D and E had been without their own home since 2009 and 
2008 respectively but was not the IRHS until much later. Family D which had 
been on the IRHS for about eight months, had coped on their own for four years 
with different types of housing arrangements. In the case of Family E, although 
the family had been on the IRHS for a short period, of about six months (shorter 
than those of Families A or B), the family had actually experienced a fairly long 
period of homelessness. In fact, this family had experienced the longest period 
of homelessness, seven years, with five types of alternative housing 
arrangements including living in Malaysia. On the other hand, transnational 
Family H, which had been homeless since 2009, had only come on the IRHS in 
2013. The family had been on the IRHS for about six months and had coped on 
their own for four years prior to that.  
 For the other two transnational families, Families F and G had struggled 
on their own for about two years and one year respectively, before being on the 
IRHS. Family F had been on the IRHS for about four months, while Family G 
had been on the IRHS for about nine months. The family with the shortest period 
of being on the IRHS, about three months at the time of the interviews, was 
Family I.   
 151 
 
 The results thus showed that firstly, the time a family left their home of 
origin might not necessarily have been the time the family came to be on the 
IRHS. Second, the duration on the IRHS was not an accurate measure of the 
period of homelessness. Homelessness also did not end when a family came to 
be on the IRHS, as this was also temporary in nature, and families were expected 
to move out and find their own home. The IRHS was like a form of relief for 
almost all the families on it.    
 The second part of the findings in this sub-section pertains to co-sharing 
experiences, if any, on the IRHS. While one of the guidelines on the IRHS was 
that two families should share a flat, only three of the nine families (Families E, 
H, and I) were co-sharing their flat with another family at the time of the 
interviews. However, Families A and B who had been on the IRHS since 2009, 
had shared their flats in the past, though not at the time of the study. These two 
families had resided in IRHS flats in another housing estate before moving to 
their current IRHS locations, as the flats in the previous estate were being 
demolished. It was at those previous IRHS flats that the two families had shared 
the flats with co-tenant families. Not all the families had negative co-sharing 
experiences. 
 Family A had lived with a co-tenant family for about nine months, while 
Family B had shared with flat with two different co-tenant families for short 
periods. Family A said that they had got along fine with the co-tenant family 
during the initial two months. However difficulties with the co-tenant family 
arose, and relations between them soured over time, over issues such as noise, 
 152 
 
sharing of things and spaces. While Family A had problems with a co-tenant 
family, Family B did not have problems with the two co-tenant families they 
lived with. This could possibly have been because the co-tenant families were 
smaller (two-person households), and each co-tenant family lived there for a 
short period, only one to two months. Nevertheless, the co-sharing experience 
was uncomfortable for them.  
 The three families (E, H, and I) who were co-sharing at the time of the 
interviews did not report any major conflicts with their co-tenants although they 
acknowledged that it was not entirely comfortable sharing a flat with another 
family. Mrs. E compared the co-sharing experience with their current IRHS co-
tenant family to that of co-sharing with two families while in the homeless 
shelter (also a three-room HDB flat). Family E’s IRHS co-tenant family was a 
single-father and his son who was in his late teens. They were out of the house 
most of the time, and so there was limited contact and less chances of conflicts 
occurring. She also said that IRHS was better, as when her family had shared 
accommodation with two other families on separate occasions in the shelter, she 
had fallen ill more frequently as the co-tenants were not hygienic and did not 
clean up the place. Since moving to the IRHS, she had been in better health as 
the place was much cleaner.  
 Family H who had been sharing with a small family for about six 
months, was generally satisfied with the arrangements, though there were minor 
issues. “Sometimes they come back late lah, then draw, forget to close the water, 
forget to off light, that sort of things” (Mr. H). Family I described their co-tenant 
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family of four as “nice”, and in fact were more worried about their son being 
noisy and disturbing the co-tenant family. Mrs. I said that she had to tell her son 
not to run around too much while playing in the flat.  More details of the 
families co-sharing experiences are discussed in the next chapter.   
 For the IRHS families who were not co-sharing, they hoped to have the 
flat to themselves and not have to share. For Mr. F, having the IRHS flat was a 
solution to having to move from place to place, “That’s why so we feel very, 
very relieved when we get this place.”  
Point D: New Home  
 For the IRHS families, coping with the loss of their homes and less than 
desirable alternative housing arrangements included having hope of having their 
own homes soon. Having hope, explained in the literature review, has been a 
means of coping with adversities in life, including homelessness (Averitt, 2003; 
Herth 1996; LaGory et al., 1998; Willams & Stickley, 2011). The aspiration to 
own their homes was not unexpected, given that the research participants 
previously had a place they could call homes of their own, and in a country 
where home ownership is the norm. 
  The IRHS families’ dream of having their own homes was closely 
linked to having exclusive occupation of the place. This could be achieved by 
getting either an HDB-purchase flat or renting a flat under the HDB Public 
Rental Scheme. Mr. A (who had applied for a two-room HDB-purchase flat) 
expressed, “Home, ah, home meaning I am waiting for my new flat, when come 
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already lah, I really happy I got a place… it is my own property.” HDB had 
informed the family that their flat would be ready by 2015.  
 Having a home, a place the children could be comfortable in, was 
important. For instance, Mr. E, who had applied for an HDB rental flat shared:  
 When, when you see my two boys come back, when  
 they start to play, they are very loud, so you know children,  
 if you try to stop them from certain things, they will be  
 very quiet, keep to themselves, don’t want to open up,  
 and if my kids not comfortable, then have to  control them, 
 I don’t think it is home to them.  
 As for Mr. G, from one of the transnational families who had applied for 
an HDB public rental flat, his sentiments were “I don’t need to, you know, meet 
any other tenant, so come home, I see my family and you know, we eat together, 
we don’t have to avoid anything.”  More than anything else, the families’ 
experiences of moving frequently, and co-sharing while in IRHS and non-IRHS 
accommodation, reinforced their desire to have their own homes.  
 With regard to the three domains identified by ETHOS (FEANTSA, 
2011) to examine the period of homelessness, it was found that the families on 
the IRHS did not have a dwelling place and exclusive use of the space (physical 
domain),  and had not been able to enjoy privacy and relationships (social 
domain) for a long time. The families also did not have any legal right to the 
different places that they had lived in (legal domain).  
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 As pointed out in Chapter 1, there is a shortage of HDB rental flats and 
more of such flats are being built to meet demand (Chang, 2013; Yeo, 2015). 
The waiting time for the HDB flats to be completed extended the period of being 
homeless. Although the families were waiting anxiously, they remained hopeful 
of getting a flat. Table 6 shows the housing plans of the families and the 
estimated times it would take for the families to get their new homes.  
Table 6  
Year Lost/Leaving Home of Origin and Housing Plans   
Family Point A: Year /Lost 
/Leaving of Home of 
Origin  
Point D: New Home    
Application for New Home –HDB Flat  
( Purchase or Rental Scheme)   
Point D: New Home  
Estimated Waiting Time from  
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2009  
 
7 years to 8 years – estimated to get 








Applied for HDB  Flat (Rental) in 2009  
 





























 Applied for HDB Flat (Rental) in 2014 
 







Applied for HDB  Flat (Rental) in 2013   
 
 







Applied for HDB Flat (Rental) in 2013   
 
 







Applied for HDB Flat (Purchase) in  
2010 
 













5 years - estimated to get flat in 2015 
  All the families except one (Family D) said that they had applied for 
either an HDB-purchase flat or rental flat. Some families (Families A, B and I) 
had made an application for a new flat in 2009 or 2010. They had had to wait 
between five to eight years as the HDB flats are being constructed. Four families 
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would be getting their new home in 2015. For families who had applied for HDB 
rental flats, all of them were still waiting for outcomes of their applications. 
 If one uses the period between the year that a family left or lost their 
home of origin and the year they are expected to get their new home as a gauge 
of homelessness, a family could be homeless or houseless for seven years or 
even longer. For instance, Family D who had been houseless since 2008 after 
selling their HDB flat had made an application for a rental flat in 2014. 
Assuming that the construction of rental flats could be completed on time by 
2017, with the flats ready for occupation then, and that the family is on the 
waiting list for the flat, the family would have experienced being houseless for 
close to a decade. Looking at the brighter side of things, the government had 
committed itself to increasing the stock of HDB rental flats from 42,000 units in 
2009 to 60,000 units by 2017 (Chang, 2013; Yeo, 2015). This suggests that the 
IRHS families have a very good chance of getting their home soon.  
Views of Social Workers 
 Social workers reported that the IRHS families they had worked with 
faced difficulties paying their housing loans, similar to what the families had 
shared with the researcher. These families were usually in low-wage jobs and/or 
unstable jobs. Some of the low-wage workers like cleaners, were daily-rated, 
and would not be paid if they fell ill and did not report for work. Some of the 
families also had medical issues which ate into their limited income, affecting 
their ability to pay for their housing. These situations are similar to those the 
IRHS families shared.  
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 Apart from these reasons, the social workers also explained that 
sometimes homelessness was due to unpredictable life events like being injured 
at work or in an accident which had a ripple effect on housing, as in the cases of 
Family A and Family D, in which family members had a stroke or cancer. For 
instance, social worker Ada noted: 
 They sold their flat, usually, usually, like they would have  
 purchased already like, two times [bought two HDB flats], or  
 like either they downgrade or upgrade, like for example let’s  
 say they upgrade, they have a larger family household, then  
 they, something happen to them that cause them to can’t afford  
 to pay…   
 Social worker Sas made an observation about the IRHS families she had 
worked with: 
They come from, they come a background where their 
education isn’t very high, so when they buy and sell house,  
they find themselves not getting what they thought they were.  
So they may have enough money to get a new flat … so during  
that time, for them to get a new flat, it can be a long wait. And  
since they have just sell off their house, they were waiting  
their debarment period.   
 The comments by social worker Sas mirror Family F’s circumstances. 
The social workers said that they assisted the families to ensure that financial 
issues, worries about child care, schooling expenses, finding employment and 
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other stressors could be addressed effectively and in a timely manner. The social 
workers also mentioned that the families were looking forward to having their 
own homes, and that IRHS was seen as a stepping stone out of homelessness. 
The families were hopeful that things would get better. 
Housing Journey - Physical and Time Dimensions    
 The findings indicate that the principles or assumptions regarding 
housing transitions that underpinned the conceptual framework were confirmed 
by the study. First, the results showed that the families need not have gone 
through all the transitional points. Families also need not go through them 
sequentially, like moving from Point A to Point B, and then from Point B to 
Point C. One could have moved to Point C, that is, an IRHS flat immediately. 
For instance, there were three families who had moved from their homes of 
origin (Point A) to IRHS flats, and had not had other living arrangements (Point 
B2) prior to that. 
 Second, the findings on alternative housing arrangements (Point B2) 
revealed a plethora of alternative housing arrangements among the nine families 
prior to their being on the IRHS. This is a significant finding as it points out that 
the period on the IRHS does not give an accurate measure of the duration of 
being homeless. What was even more interesting was that a family could have 
had more than one type of alternative housing arrangement (different types of or 
sub-points within Point B2). Apart from the three families (Families A, B and C) 
who were offered IRHS flats after the sales of their homes, most of the families 
had moved a few times and had more than one type of alternative housing 
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arrangement. In an extreme case, one family (Family E) had coped on their own, 
living in five different places over a period of seven years before being on the 
IRHS. The study revealed that there were seven types of alternative 
accommodation, reflecting housing uncertainty, and its impact on family life. 
These results also suggest that there is a lack of suitable housing, which may be 
related to housing cost or other reasons. In addition, the findings suggest that 
Point B2 was a more stressful period for most of the families.  
 Third, in terms of the duration of stay on the IRHS (Point C), the 
findings revealed that most families had been on the Scheme for more than six 
months; the longest stay was three and a-half years for two families (Families A 
and B), although IRHS was intended to be a short-term scheme. These two 
families had also previously lived in the IRHS flats of another housing estate. 
They were relocated to an IRHS flat in the current location as the previous IRHS 
flats were due for demolition. Coincidentally, these two families had previously 
shared their flats with other co-tenants, but were not co-sharing with anyone 
during the time of the interviews. In fact, at the time of the interviews, only three 
families were co-sharing their IRHS flats with other families. While not all the 
IRHS families were co-sharing with another tenant family during the study, all 
of them had experienced co-sharing with strangers and/or doubling-up with 
friends and/or family members. Ultimately, co-living with others, regardless of 
when they lived in was difficult for them.   
 Fourth, the findings on duration at and between different transitional 
points raise the conceptual issue of how to measure homelessness in Singapore. 
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As pointed out, the period on the IRHS does not reflect the fact that the families 
had been without housing arrangements prior to being on the IRHS. The periods 
or durations at each transitional point, and between the transitional points were 
not uniform for the families. Some families had also experienced longer periods 
at certain transitional points than others. For example, the time period between 
the loss of the home of origin and being on the IRHS was about four years for 
Family D, and was seven years for Family E.   
 On the matter of computing homelessness, one could compute it based 
on when they had first lost or left their home of origin, and when they would get 
their new permanent home. A family could be homeless for seven years or 
longer. For instance, Family D who became homeless in 2008 had applied for a 
HDB rental flat in 2014 was still on the waiting list for their rental HDB rental 
flat, and it is not certain when family would be allocated their flat. 
 Fifth, the study showed that stressors occurred and continued through the 
transitional points of the homeless journey. Some of these stressors had occurred 
prior to the loss of/ leaving one’s home of origin or had coincided with it, such 
as financial problems and health problems. Some stressors were consequences of 
decisions made and related to other stressors, like co-sharing difficulties were 
due to one having to sell their home, which in terns was due to financial 
problems, and not being able to repay loans resulting in debts were due to 
spending beyond one’s means, subsequently leading to housing and utilities 
arrears, and the subsequent loss of the home. The causes and consequences of 
the stressors were triangulated. The significance of these findings is that 
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homelessness was one of coping with multiple stressors and that one must view 
one stressor in the context of other co-occurring stressors and how they intersect 
during the homeless journey. Details of the stressors and how the families coped 
are explained in the next two chapters.  
Chapter Summary 
 The first set of findings on the profile of the families provide us with 
insights into families on the IRHS, as there is no published data on these 
families. In addition, the characteristics of the families like citizenship, stage in 
their life cycle and so on, help us to understand some of the stressors faced, and 
why some families had specific concerns and needs. Most of the families had 
stable housing arrangements in the past, which raises the question of how these 
families became houseless, and what could be done to prevent this from 
happening again.  
 The second set of findings on the housing transitions were that 
homelessness was a difficult time for most of the families as their living 
arrangements were temporary, and also marked by unpleasant and stressful life 
events. Most of them had coped on their own using different strategies, to find 
suitable living arrangements. There could be up to seven types of temporary 
accommodation before being on the IRHS. The study revealed that a family 
could be homeless for more than seven years, if one computed from the time 
they left their home of origin to the time they get their new HDB homes. The 
results also showed that many of the families were not known to social service 
agencies before being on the IRHS. They coped not only with housing issues but 
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also with non-housing stressors by tapping on their own strengths and personal 
support networks. This does speak about their resiliency and resourcefulness. 
 These findings set the stage for the next two chapters, which delve into 
the psycho-social experiences of the families in terms of understanding the 
stressors faced by them, how they were coping, and the factors influencing their 




 HOMELESS EXPERIENCE -  
STRESSORS, COPING, AND FACTORS AFFECTNG 
THE FAMILIES’ EXPERIENCE     
Overview 
 This chapter examines the families’ psycho-social or subjective homeless 
experiences. The dimension of subjective experiences is discussed by way of 
eight themes, with each theme having sub-themes within it.  Indeed, 
homelessness is multi-dimensional in nature in terms of coping with the many 
stressors faced, as well as a host of factors (some which were not within the 
families’ control) that affected their coping choices and outcomes.  The eight 
themes are: 
1. Continuing Financial Struggles  
2. Loss of Complete Control, Autonomy, Privacy, and Comfort, and Desire 
for Home 
3. Compromised “Sense of Family”, Children’s Well-being, and Family 
Decisions and Future   
4. Dealing with Significant Loss as a Parent – Two Families  
5. Lack of Physical, Practical, and Emotional Support from Kin   
6. High Stress, Depression, and Suicidal Thoughts  
7. Anxiety and Endurance, and Remaining Hopeful while Transacting with 
the Various Systems 
8. Self-reliance, Pragmatism, Patience, and Adaptability   
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The themes are supported by illustrative quotes from the families (men/husbands 
and women/wives of different ages and nationalities) and social workers.  
Theme 1: Continuing Financial Struggles 
One dominant theme of homelessness was coping with financial 
difficulties which continued through the transitional points of the homeless 
journey. This was not surprising as the families had very modest or low 
household incomes to begin with. Some of their family decisions consequently 
added to their financial woes. The families had been able to get by with what 
they had in their homes of origin but most soon found it increasingly hard to 
keep up with their housing mortgage payments, and even utilities bills. It was 
only after being unable to cope on their own such as tapping on their savings and 
being careful with their daily expenses, that the families had sought and received 
assistance from their family members, friends, and formal helping agents like the 
MPs, FSCs, Community Development Councils (CDCs)
3
, Self-Help Groups 
(SHGs)
4
 and other agencies. Some families had also received assistance from 
their children’s schools.  
 Being on the IRHS, which meant more affordable housing, did not mean 
the end of a family’s financial troubles. Some of the families revealed that they 
were unable to pay the rent for their IRHS flats. This was despite the fact that the 
                                                          
 3  Community Development Council (CDC) - a locality-based agency which administers programs to assist needy 
residents, and works with stakeholders to strengthen the social fabric of Singapore.  
http://www.cdc.org.sg/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=1&Itemid=9  
  
4 Self-Help Groups (SHG)- There are five community self- help groups organized along ethnic lines (Association of 
Muslim Professionals, Chinese Development Assistance Council, Eurasian Association, Singapore Indian Development 
Association and Mendaki). These agencies assist low- income families within their community through job training, 




rents are much lower than what they would have to pay for similar housing 
arrangements from the open market. For example, Family F faced arrears for 
their IRHS flat. Another family, Family B related that they had not paid their 
monthly IRHS rent of SGD200 for the last two months. This was not surprising 
given that Mr. B’s monthly take-home pay was less than SGD1,200, and there 
were daily expenses like food and transport costs to worry about. Mr. B, who 
had approached his MP for assistance as a means of coping with financial 
difficulties, was disappointed that he could not get what he needed:  
 I just want them to help me in my rental and water bill. This two - 
 they help me enough already. For the food wise, I can support my  
 wife and my children. I, we don’t even want any money from them,  
 just to help in these two things…”  
Mrs. B said that the family had received some short-term assistance in the past, 
“We didn’t get anything, and even when we went to CDC, when we went, I 
think May, May or April like that. She help me two times, SGD60” (this was for 
the utilities bill).  
 Family A similarly confided during their interview that they were having 
problems paying the IRHS rent. Mr. A related that he had to pay, “one month 
plus half month [the deposit] I think. So I paid that, I shift in. After that every 
month I cannot pay.” The rent was SGD300 for their first IRHS flat but they had 
to pay SGD360 for their current flat. Social worker Sas said that she had come 
across families “when they re-sign the contract, the amount [IRHS rent] that they 
pay would be more.”  
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 Mr. A said that the family had arrears of about SGD1,000 for the first 
and current IRHS flats. He was trying to pay the arrears in installments over six 
months. The family also had an outstanding utilities debt of SGD400. Mr. A 
explained that his family and the previous IRHS co-tenant family were supposed 
to share the bill, but the co-tenant family refused to pay their share.  He had to 
cope with this problem on his own, and also had help from the FSC and CDC 
but some of the welfare assistance had ceased. At the time of the study, the 
family was receiving SGD250 a month from the CDC. However, the family had 
in the past received SGD500. The family had also received school pocket money 
assistance and two months of food rations from a social service agency. Even 
with the help given, the family still had financial difficulties.  
 To add to the families’ financial stress, the managing agent overseeing 
the IRHS flats in the location would impose a penalty fee of about SGD50 for 
late payment of rent. This was also pointed out by one of the social workers. 
Social worker Sas explained that the families were sometimes late in paying the 
rent. The reason was, “They have told that they are paying but their salary does 
not come in by then.” There seemed to be a timing issue - they did not receive 
their pay before the due date for next rent payment. The penalty fee aggravated 
the IRHS families’ already stressful situation.   
Family Attributes and Income  
Among the personal and/or family factors that contributed to the 
families’ continued financial troubles, despite the efforts to help themselves and 
the formal assistance received, were low educational qualifications, low skills, 
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low paying jobs, being unemployed and having only one breadwinner. The 
family research participants had either primary or secondary school 
qualifications, and were employed in low-wage jobs like a driver, cleaner, or 
security officer. For instance, Mr. E who found it hard to get a job after he was 
retrenched as a driver, attributed this struggle to the fact that he had only primary 
school education and did not have other skills. His wife felt the same. Similarly, 
Mr. B, with primary education, was the only one in the family working. His 
take-home pay as a cleaner was low. As such, Family B could not keep up with 
the mortgage payment of their home of origin. Mrs. B explained, “That time, 
because ah, that time my husband pay is SGD600, doing a cleaner.” She 
described their housing predicament, “Cannot pay the monthly payment, so they 
[HDB] take back the flat because we don’t have the CPF a lot so he [her 
husband] only got a few thousand, only one and half years.”  
 The families’ incomes were also limited because of other various 
reasons, some of which seemed to be beyond their control. These included 
medical conditions like cancer, stroke, and a slipped disc. In addition, there were 
administrative and legal restrictions on working - the transnational spouses were 
not allowed to work. These were imposed by the immigration authorities on the 
non-Singaporean wives of transnational families. The transnational families felt 
disadvantaged as this condition limited their opportunity to improve their 




 There were also familial commitments sometimes hampered their ability 
to work. Mrs. F, one of the transitional spouses expressed that she wanted to 
work to help out with the family finances, but was in a dilemma as there were no 
feasible care arrangements for her children:  
 For example like now I want to work, I cannot because, my  
 children. One, er, and very quiet place [referring to the IRHS  
 housing block and locality], but, if I got my own house, ok,  
 my children I give my key, if you want key, come back, lock  
 back like but down here, I don’t trust, you see. 
  It was costly for a transnational family to be in Singapore. Mr. H 
commented, “Yeah, because foreigners, everything is being charged foreign, 
hospital foreign charge, school foreign charge” [meaning that the fees are high 
as there is no subsidy for non-Singaporeans]. This encapsulates the reason for 
the financial stress faced by the transnational families.     
Consequences of Decisions, Especially Financial Decisions  
The families’ difficult financial circumstances were also found to be 
linked to the nature and consequences of the family decisions made. While all 
the families had a monthly household income of less than SGD2,000, a number 
of them had taken on housing loans and other types of loans that they could not 
afford, or were rather risky in nature. It is not the intent of this study to criticize 




 From the interviews with Families A, B, C, it would appear that they 
thought they could manage their finances, and indeed were able to do so for a 
while. For example, Family A had been financially stable while living in their 
four-room HDB flat for about ten years. However, around 2009, the family 
found themselves mired in debt as they could not pay their housing mortgages 
and other loans. Mr. A had taken a renovation loan and other loans for 
household furniture when he was still working as a dispatch driver earning about 
SGD1,000, and “the most, up to SGD2,000” (Mr. A). He revealed that he also 
borrowed “over SGD20,000 bank loan… then last time, buy things…these 
combined, all these small things, about, at least about five, six creditors ah. So 
all these combine, come to SGD50,000.”  
  Family A was finally able to pay off the housing arrears with the sale of 
their HDB flat but as Mr. A could not repay the other loans, he was made a 
bankrupt. To cope with all these debts, Mr. A said that he had appraised the 
advantages and disadvantages of selling their home, and the worst possible 
scenario. He then concluded, “Better to sell to HDB, maybe I get back my CPF 
and whatever income compared to, otherwise, I lost you know, zero. If HDB 
repossess my house, I will be zero, nothing.” The family had not anticipated  that 
they would not be able to pay all the loans, and it also did not expect that Mr. A 
had to stop work later on because of a mild stroke that also affected his vision.  
 In the case of Family C, when both Mr. and Mrs. C were working, they 
were able to pay for their housing loan, and furniture and household items 
through hire-purchase agreements. However, they soon found that they could not 
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keep up with all these payments. They also found it hard to pay for their utilities. 
This was about the same time that Mrs. C was diagnosed with first-stage cancer. 
She subsequently stopped work to undergo an operation and six months of 
chemotherapy, and recuperate from her illness. Mrs. C shared with the 
researcher that things were quite bad for the family; there were occasions when 
water and electricity were cut off as they could not pay their utilities bills. All 
these stressful life events came about the same time, affecting the family’s 
relatively stable life and also exhausted most of the resources they had.  
 Like Family A, Family C decided that that it would be better to sell their 
flat to pay off their debts. Mr. C explained that the family had been able to pay 
off their housing arrears with the sale of their home but had not settled the other 
debts yet, “Er, now for the time being, we, we haven’t because that one, is under 
my wife name, and she was admitted in hospital, she can’t work, we stop paying, 
that’s why.” These two families who had over-extended themselves financially 
had attempted to pre-empt worse outcomes by taking problem-solving and pro-
active strategies to sell their home. The act of selling their home was considered 
carefully and was a rational one. It did alleviate their worries and solve their 
financial debts, like what Mr. A has described as “will be zero” (nothing left if 
the home was repossessed), while it did seem that they not have much of a 
choice.  
 The family circumstances and decisions made by Family E were slightly 
different from those of Families A and C.  Family E had decided to upgrade 
from their three-room HDB flat to a five-room HDB flat. This was when both 
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Mr. and Mrs. E were working. The plan was to share this bigger flat with Mr. 
E’s parents, who would contribute the payment of the flat. It seemed possible for 
the family to make payment for this bigger home. However, the arrangement did 
not materialize. Mrs. E explained, “Then after my husband was terminated [his 
work contract as a driver was not renewed by his employer], they pull 
themselves out of our problem.” The financial burden was high as the monthly 
mortgage was SGD2,200 for the bigger flat and Mrs. E had stopped work as a 
cleaner by then. Mr. E had thought and rationalized about his wife’s 
employment after his wife had a fall, “which occurs to a slipped disc, that’s why, 
then after that we, I ask her to stop for that time, my job was stable at that point 
of time.” It seemed like the family, like Family C faced a series of unforeseen 
and unfortunate life events.  
 To cope with the mounting housing arrears, Family E, like Families A, B 
and C, sold their flat. The family felt that they were financially better off after 
settling their housing debts. The solution was to wait out the HDB debarment 
period before applying for an HDB rental flat. Meanwhile, they would rent a 
place with part of the sale proceeds of their five-room HDB flat. However, their 
savings were soon depleted after paying rent for various accommodations in 
Singapore and Malaysia. Two factors, the waiting time to be eligible to apply for 
a, HDB rental flat, and the shortage of HDB rental flats, however became 
sources of stress for them.    
 Family D’s financial and housing troubles started after the sale of their 
three-room HDB flat. Like Family E, they aspired to have a bigger home by 
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selling their home and buying Mr. D’s parents’ five-room HDB flat. Mr. D also 
hoped to use part of the sale proceeds to start a business with his friends. 
However, despite planning, their housing plans did not succeed. Mr. D said that 
he was not aware that his parents had sold their flat, and he attributed this to 
some “miscommunication” between him and his parents. By then, the family had 
already sold their flat. Mr. D described how he felt and coped personally; he had 
come to terms with what had happened and to press on, “It took me some time to 
get over it. So, but of course basically thing not happening your way ah. Feel 
very, how you say, helpless, at that time because everything was planned out 
nicely…”    
 While some families did not have money-related housing issues, like 
housing arrears, they were hard-pressed over money matters because of other 
reasons. Mr. H said that his father was unwell and the medical costs were high, 
and that there were squabbles among this siblings over this. He thus decided to 
sell his home to resolve the problem of the medical bills and conflicts among his 
siblings over the bills. He had also taken a few bank loans to pay his father’s 
medical bills, and later, funeral expenses. The loans came to SGD60,000. He 
later borrowed from his friends to pay off the loans as the interest rate was high. 
He was still repaying his friends at the time of the study. Thus what appeared to 
be feasible coping strategies to deal with financial and family issues led to the 
family being homeless eventually. The family been able to cope with assistance 
provided by formal social services, “Food rations, maybe some table, here and 
there [from the FSC], CDC …” The assistance from CDC has since stopped. The 
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family also received some money and vouchers from an SHG, “Er, they give 
half, half money, and then they give a bit of voucher” (Mr. H).   
 One family, Family I suffered from the unintended consequences of a 
decision to help a friend. Mr. I did not expect to have such serious financial 
problems after taking a bank loan of SGD30,000 on behalf of a friend who was 
not eligible for the loan, “Yeah, yeah, yes, I help him because he need some 
money for business or something but in the end [sounding angry], he did not pay 
me the full amount.” Mr. I regretted helping his friend who did not fulfil his 
promise of paying him back on a monthly basis. The burden of paying the bank 
loan fell entirely on him, and stressed the entire family. Mr. I had to “chase” his 
friend to repay him the money, which was another stressor.  
 Mrs. I shared, “Every month he must pay SGD700 [to the bank].” The 
financial situation was tight for the family; they also had to pay SGD300 a 
month for the IRHS rent, and there were other daily expenses like food and 
transport, medical bills and her son’s school fees. Mrs. I said that the situation 
was quite bad, “Yes. That’s why he pay already, he sometimes no money eat,” 
reflecting how tight the family’s budget was.  
  Based on the narratives shared by the families, it would seem that most 
of the decisions made by the families, like acquiring a bigger flat with more 
comfortable living space, renovations, and new furniture, were based on the 
assumption that their financial situations would not change for the worse or 
could perhaps improve. The families’ financial situations and their decisions 
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made could be said to be causes as well as consequences of being homeless. 
These findings point out the need for financial prudence and financial planning.  
 There were financial difficulties both related and unrelated to housing, 
for example, loss of employment and/or medical bills resulting from illnesses. 
While being on the IRHS was helpful as the families now had a roof over their 
heads and an opportunity to start over again, life was still not the same. The 
financial woes of the families clearly had not ended. While some of the families 
did not have IRHS arrears, even those were worried about the state of their 
finances. The families were seeking financial freedom.  
Expenses for School-Going Children 
 The children’s schooling expenses were another source of stress for the 
families, especially for transnational families. Mr. E, when asked about his 
worries said, “I just only concern that nowadays, don’t know how I can cope 
with my kids school expenses.” To cope, the families who were eligible for 
assistance, did seek and received help from their children’s schools. Some of the 
children received vouchers for books, or a subsidy for school transport. Some of 
the families like Families B, C and D had received financial assistance like 
school-pocket money from the FSCs. For instance, Mrs. B shared that the family 
had received school-pocket money for their youngest daughter in the past, but 
this had ceased, “FSC got help. School pocket money. Now they also stop 
already, they say only for 24 months only they can help.” 
 The financial assistance for their children helped to defray some of the 
schooling expenses, and did to some extent, provided relief to the families. 
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However, there were other expenses related to schooling that current financial 
assistance schemes did not cover. For example, Mrs. D mentioned that they had 
to pay for “extra activities after school.” She also talked  about transport costs 
and how she had to find ways to save money, “Sometimes she [her daughter] 
will request, can we take bus, you know right, nowadays the weather, I said take 
bus, I have to calculate my money, check ah,  it’s not like you want you just take 
you know…”  
 For families with slightly older children like Families A and C, their 
children helped out by working part-time on weekends and during the school 
holidays to earn some pocket-money. Having older children who were able to 
work was an added resource for the families. Mrs. C said of her eldest daughter, 
“Eldest is last time she, she got a part time, like Saturday, Sunday…”  Mr. A 
talked about his son’s efforts to cope with the family’s situation:  
 Sometimes holidays, he, Saturday, Sunday, he will go work  
 part time… Better lah… Because holiday he will work for his 
 pocket money. I don’t ask him any money and because he use  
 that for his school. Sometimes only he ask when not enough, he  
 ask daddy, or mother, got SGD20 or SGD30. Sometimes he  
 take the pay he use for his school pocket money, all this, bus… 
  Two areas related to children’s education were sources of stress to 
transnational families; there was the issue of enrolling their children in school 
and worries about the high schooling expenses if the children were in school. 
Basically, family expenses would be much higher for these families if their 
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children were schooling compared to Singaporean families. For example, before 
Family F moved into their IRHS flat, their family income of SGD1,200 was 
stretched as they had to pay a hefty rent of SGD2,050 per month for their home. 
The family also had to cope with school fees of SGD710 per month for their two 
children. The children were not granted Singapore citizenship when they 
returned to Singapore, although Mr. F is a Singaporean. His children were 
classified as international students, and thus did not qualify for any subsidy for 
their school fees, which Singaporean children would have had. To help them 
cope with their studies when they first returned to Singapore, the children had 
tuition, which cost SGD300 monthly. The children had to stop the tuition 
eventually, as the money was needed for daily expenses like housing, food and 
transport.  
 Family F coped with their financial difficulties with a loan from one of 
Mr. F’s colleague (for housing), taking practical measures like cutting back on 
expenses like tuition, and relying on their savings which were soon depleted. 
Mrs. F described their life as “tough.” To earn additional money, Mrs. F said, 
“My husband [a security guard] have to work the whole day, sometimes 24 
hours he will work.” The family was still repaying Mr. F’s colleague “bit by bit” 
(Mrs. F). 
  Family G faced similar struggles. The family had difficulties trying to 
get citizenship and dependent passes for their three children. These matters had 
to be resolved before they could enroll their children in school. Mr. G explained, 
“If I don’t get the dependent pass, will have problems studying.” Since returning 
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to Singapore in 2012, the children had yet to be enrolled in school. His wife had 
been teaching the children at home, and “they finish a lot of work-sheet” (Mrs. 
G). Mrs. G also shared, “The immigration say we need to adopt him because my 
son, his surname is his father but we need to adopt him, after that they ask us to 
go apply for citizenship.” Mr. G was worried about the legal fees related to 
citizenship matters for his children. He had already spent SGD1,200 on legal 
fees related to citizenship and adoption matters for one of his children.       
 Educational expenses thus took up a substantial portion of the limited 
family incomes of transitional families as they could not enjoy the benefit of 
subsidized education given to children who are Singapore Citizens. It is possible 
that while all the families valued education, the transnational families  were 
more stressed, and found it more difficult to pay the school fees and other 
ancillary school expenses. These factors could predispose the risk of families not 
sending their children to school, or their children dropping out of school.  
 The IRHS families also did not have discretionary funds, and coped by 
budgeting carefully their expenses. This affected both the children and adults. 
For instance, Mrs. F said that her children had asked, “Mummy why we never go 
and eat McDonalds?” She expressed her feeling and response, “I see how pity 
are they like that. Expensive. Better buy chicken, I fry for you.”  Mrs. B said that 
she kept to herself and would decline invitations by friends or neighbors to meet 
up with them:       
 All I keep myself, I don’t want to, because I got one  
 neighbor … sometimes I go out, market she follow me, then  
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 she say sit down, sit down, you sit down, I buy for you  
 kueh kueh [bite-sized snacks  or desserts], all I say don’t 
 want, she say don’t shy, don’t be shy. She bring out her  
 own pocket money, then I got nothing. If she buy for  
 me one cup of noodle, at least I can buy for her coffee 
 also but I calculate this one eighty cent, tomorrow I can  
 buy something like a tin of sardines, one dollar  
 fifteen cents I can spend…So I try to avoid … 
Physical Illness 
 In addition to financial problems, the families had to cope with the stress 
of illness and the medical costs. The cost of physical illness did not just involve 
medical bills or less household income as a result of a family member’s ill-
health, as there was also the invisible non-monetary component- it meant yet 
another set of worries for the families. As explained in the previous chapter, half 
of the family research participants (9 out of 18) had one or more medical 
conditions. Some had been hospitalized once while others had chronic medical 
conditions. For example, Mr. F had been hospitalized once, “Till I got my foot 
infection. I was, er, three days hospitalized, and I was two weeks MC [a medical 
certificate that exempted him from work] that time. Cannot work. Swollen, my 
leg.” Mrs. F attributed the foot infection to her husband being on his feet for 
long hours as a security officer. He has since recovered.  
 Mrs. B spoke about her different medical ailments, “I got some sickness, 
a lot, backbone pain, and a lot of problem, asthma and my leg also and my one 
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hand cannot lift up. Ah like that, cannot, cannot move.” She said that she also 
had kidney stones which caused her to suffer from backaches. She showed the 
researcher her medical appointment cards and letters from the polyclinics and 
hospital about her medical conditions. Mrs. B said that she had been referred to a 
medial social worker for financial assistance.    
 In the case of Mrs. E, she was diabetic and also had a slipped disc: 
 Yes, then I got slipped disc, I fall at work but I never claim  
 because when I fall that time, I thought it was a normal fall… 
 I mean the pain came later, so it’s like taken over by event  
 already, it is like I cannot claim any more [meaning she was 
 not able to make a medical claim for treatment of her injury  
 from her employer], that’s why it is my own cost, I bear it  
 myself at that moment… that’s why my husband don’t let me  
 work,  the slipped disc, then because when I work, I overstrain, 
 I got admitted hospital.  
 On the possibility of Mrs. E returning to work to supplement the family 
income, it was interesting to note that the family rationalized that returning to 
work could be a financial risk, and be a new family problem or stress. Mrs. E 
explained that that after her fall, she “have to learn to walk. Then my husband 
say, if I now work, cleaner, fall again, then our pain, that’s why my husband say 




 One of the youngest research participants, Mrs. I said that she had been 
diagnosed with a thyroid problem. Her medical condition also caused her to have 
heart palpitations. Mrs. I explained that being a foreigner, medical care was 
costly, and that she felt bad about being sick: 
 Ya, of course very expensive. But my husband say no  
 choice. I also say, [Mrs. I crying during the interview] I also  
 keep crying and say sorry because of me. Then he say, sick,  
 no people want to be sick one. So you must be strong, you  
 must let your sick no more [to recover].Then he say first time 
 we ah, one time go, take, take blood ah, SGD100 also have,  
 SGD400 plus have, then medicine about SGD70…  
 Mr. I shared, “Sometimes maybe after spending everything, maybe per 
month, I only left about SGD200. Ok, so if I sick, my wife or my son is sick, I 
only left about SGD100 or even less.” He also explained that his wife was not a 
Singaporean and thus not eligible for any medical subsidy, “Because for her, 
under foreigner rate, it is not really that cheap also. Even, even if we go to 
polyclinic, you have to take a blood test and see doctor, it is around SGD80.” 
The family also coped by providing each other with emotional support, and 
encouraging each other to remain strong. 
 There were families in which both spouses had medical problems.  
Mrs. A  lamented during the interview that both she and her husband were 
“saket”[sick]. She shared details about her physical illness:  
 Before I cannot work also. Minor stroke. After that ok lah.  
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 I fine already. But my eyes all ah, I also blur. Blur, blur,  
 cannot see, sometimes headache, sometimes eyes get blur.  
 What to do?... Some more diabetes very high now. I also  
 control also, cannot control. 
Her spouse, Mr. A had heart problems and had undergone angioplasty twice. He 
also had diabetes. His most recent medical problem was a mild stroke which 
happened while the family was on the IRHS. Mr. A described what happened: 
 My right eye cannot see…when I went to work, suddenly  
 on the road. Before I take my motor bike, I was parking,  
 taking coffee... I want to walk to get my motor-bike. 
 I was blur, totally blur. I don’t know what happened.  
            Suddenly I fell, I will sit down. I say, somebody, can  
 anyone call the ambulance. Then only that I notice that I was,  
 I was warded for ten days in the hospital. Then only I know that 
 I am, second day, the doctor tell me that eye blind.   
 On how he coped with the medical costs and frequent medical check-ups, 
Mr. A relied on his personal medical insurance and also sought financial 
assistance from the hospital: 
 I never come up any money. I got Medisave [medical  
 insurance], so I use my Medisave for my hospital bill …  
 I am also going for medical check-up, I got, I go for my 
 eye test, all these every two month, three month, I have 
 go for hospital check-up, all these, for my health and  
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 my heart nowadays, I got, I apply for Medifund  
 [financial assistance to help needy Singaporeans 
 who are unable to pay their medical bills]. Welfare,  
 welfare. So I no need to pay for any medical but I got  
 all my card. So I don’t need to worry about hospital.  
 Both Mr. and Mrs. C shared details about their medical problems. Mr. C 
had been hospitalized once for a stomach ulcer and had been on long medical 
leave for about three to four months. He was better at the time of the interviews. 
His wife had been diagnosed with cancer in 2009, the same time that the family 
was coping with mortgage arrears and preparing to sell their home. Mrs. C 
teared and looked pensive during the interview as she shared about her operation 
and chemotherapy treatment:  
 It is much different ah, but, but for me here is ok but  
 before, after selling the house ah, before I stay here, I kena 
 [was afflicted with] like one shot ah, my, I got cancer right,  
 from that time I quit my job because I cannot work already, 
 since I going to sell my house right then I move here, kena  
 cancer, then I had operation done already, then I got chemo  
 six months. 
Like Mr. A, Mrs. C had relied on her Medisave to pay for her medical treatment. 
Although Mrs. C is in remission for cancer, she still has to go for regular 
medical check-ups.   
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 While the families were able to cope with their the medical costs with 
their personal medical insurance, savings, and financial assistance from the 
hospitals for those who were eligible, this might not be the case in the longer 
term as their medical conditions could be chronic or worsen. For the 
transnational families, it is possible that they might not seek medical treatment 
early due to costs  reasons. Delays in medical treatment could lead to a 
worsening of their medical conditions, consequently, even higher medical fees.       
Theme 2: Loss of Complete Control, Autonomy, Privacy, and Comfort, and 
Desire for Home 
 This section discusses how the families coped losing their home of 
origin, looking for suitable accommodation, and living in different types of 
accommodation. The experiences of their cumulative housing arrangements left 
them feeling and having to cope with a loss of complete control, autonomy, 
privacy, and comfort, and a desire for their own home. They also reflect the state 
of the families’ social and emotional health during the homeless journey. This 
theme appeared to be dominant during transitional points B and C when the 
families had to co-share accommodation with others. The feelings expressed by 
Singapore families are similar to homeless singles and homeless single-parents 
who lived in shelters or shared housing as found in overseas studies (Anucha, 
2010, Averitt, 2003; Schindler & Coley, 2007; Shier, et al., 2010; Teater, 2009. 
 All the families had their own home of origin, and generally had positive 
memories of their homes. They had developed emotional connections with the 
homes, as shared by Mrs. B, “Happy means it’s our own house.” The families’ 
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views of home were influenced by the time spent there, how they made the 
physical place homely, and how they grew up as a family and built memories 
there. Both Mrs. F and Mrs. G described the times spent in their homes as happy 
ones. Mrs. G also recalled how she had decorated the place, which suggests the 
sense of fulfillment derived from personalizing the place and making it a home 
for the family.  
 The most urgent or immediate need or task for the families after losing or 
leaving their homes of origin was to look for alternative accommodation. This 
turned out to be a challenging process in many ways, and the homeless journey 
lasted longer than expected. Mrs. D related her experience, “At first it was 
tough. We move in and there is a lot of thing that we start afresh, especially at 
the time, I was about five years being homeless. Then we got this IRHS.” 
 Leaving the home of origin was especially sad for those who had 
financial problems and were forced to sell their homes as a solution. They had to 
cope with the loss of a physical property that they were accustomed to and were 
comfortable in, the loss of emotional ties with the home, and the stress of finding 
a place. When asked how he felt with the sale of their home due to mortgage 
arrears, Mr. A said, “Sad that I could not save my house.” His wife’s sentiments 
on the loss of the home were, “I very miss” and “is very sad.” The families had 
happy times or memories associated with their homes of origin.  
 Mrs. E reflected on her home of origin, “Oh, of course, miss, because it 
is comfortable, a five-room, my, my children, in Singapore, they easy to go to 
school.” Mr. D, who had sold their family home with the hope of upgrading to a 
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bigger flat regretted what had happened, “Ya, still feel, I shouldn’t have, some 
regrets over that, shouldn’t have sold my house, shouldn’t have sold my house, 
so I said, I forget all the incidents.” The families acknowledged that the loss of 
their homes of origin was beyond their control and braced themselves to adapt to 
new and uncomfortable circumstances.  
 Families A, B and C were offered IRHS accommodation after selling 
their homes, after they informed HDB about their housing predicament. 
Although still houseless, they were in a slightly better position than the other six 
families. It was even more stressful for the other six families as house-hunting 
was not easy. They had to search for suitable housing that was affordable, of a 
reasonable size, in a good location, and would meet the needs of children, 
especially young children. Mrs. H said that the landlord of the place they had 
rented in the past did not allow tenants to cook, which was difficult for the 
family as they had young children. Mr. F recounted his family’s attempts to look 
for a place to live: 
When we were looking for our flat that time, through the  
agent we read from newspaper, we look for place, places, 
no one want, because we got children, we want to rent a  
room. Now in the newspaper there is a rental room about  
SGD700, so it’s good, it is, is very cheap. But when we went  
there with two children, they reject us. So you see how also,  
they, they, they know that with children sharing, it’s not  
possible.   
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 As explained in Chapter 4, six of the families had lived in one or more 
places, and there were seven possible types of alternative living arrangements 
(Point B of the homeless journey). They had to cope not only with the physical 
challenges of moving, and packing and unpacking their personal belongings, but 
also the psychological and/or emotional impact of every move, and learning to 
share living spaces.  For example, Families D and E had moved five times in 
their search for suitable accommodation. Family E who sold their home in 2008, 
have been without their own home for nearly seven years. The short-term nature 
of their living arrangements was disheartening. As expressed by Mr. H: 
 Not easy. Sometimes, how to say? You need to find other 
 room, you need to, because you, it’s not like you are single,  
 because you got children, you need to pack, need to find  
 the removal, you know, find the storeroom, this sort of thing,  
 ah, face some problem.  
 The families tried to find accommodation from the open market, and 
some had rented either a room or an entire HDB flat. Some families managed to 
turn to kin like parents, siblings, grandparents, and other relatives for assistance. 
However, even this support from their own kin was limited  and in fact caused 
more stress. Some families had disputes with their kin over the rent amount - 
their kin wanted to receive higher rent from them, although the amount was 
agreed upon earlier. Some families, like Family I, also relied on friends for 
housing. The families had to cope with living with complete strangers, as well as 
kin in different types of shared housing.  
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 Almost all the families had had some form of co-living experiences, 
albeit under different circumstances. The discussion here centers on what it was 
like to co-share premises, or even if a family did not have to, the concern or fear 
of having to. The homeless experience was that of coping with the loss of 
complete control, autonomy, privacy and comfort, qualities associated with 
home, even though all the families had a place to live in. This set of findings is 
similar to those found in overseas studies (Anucha, 2010; He, O’Flahertery& 
Rosenheck, 2010; Schindler & Coley, 2007; Shier, et al., 2010; Teater, 2009).  
 Co-living either with family or friends (known as “doubling-up”), or co-
sharing with stranger families (in IRHS or other rented premises) was a stressor 
experienced by the families. One of the problems faced was that one had limited 
say over the co-tenant’s behavior, “Sometimes they come back late, then draw, 
forget to close the water, forget to off light, that sort of things” (Mr. H, of his 
IRHS co-tenant family). They had to accept or tolerate the situation.  Family G 
had shared a rental flat with six tenants before moving into the IRHS flat. Mrs. 
G, one of the transnational spouses, said that she did not find it easy living with 
others, “They [the co-tenants] eat, they never wash their plates, because they are 
all working at night. When they come back in the morning they, then they just 
put there, wake up in the morning, I do everything.” 
 Both the men and women also spoke about the loss of privacy and 
comfort. Mrs. F felt that, “Home means our own privacy, you can do what you 
want, yes. Because er, and you can move around.” The sentiments of Mr. G 
were, “I don’t need to, you know, meet any other tenant, so come home, I see 
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my family and you know, we eat together, we don’t have to avoid anything.” 
Mrs. B talked about her family’s living arrangements with their co-tenant 
families, and how they coped, “I and my husband sleep outside, so I feel very 
uncomfortable because they want to go morning work. But I already told them 
lah, I says my daughters ah, so not nice. I, mother, I let them sleep inside” 
[meaning her daughters slept in the bedroom]. 
  There were some families who had had more trying or negative 
experiences. For example, Mrs. A was indignant as she related that her family of 
five, “Must share also with six persons you know,” while living in the first IRHS 
flat. Family A had to share a flat with the family for about nine months. The 
families got along well initially. However, conflicts with their co-tenant arose 
after the second month over noise, cooking arrangements, the co-tenant children 
taking their children’s belongings, and so on. When asked how she coped with 
the difficult co-tenant family, Mrs. A said she asked them to lower the volume of 
the television, “I come and talk nicely.” She also related that, “I just keep quiet” 
to manage her feelings and to prevent things from escalating.   
 Family A also had a difficult time with their co-tenant family, who 
simply refused to pay their share of the utilities bill. Mr. A was visibly upset 
when he spoke about the issue of fair payment of the household utilities bills, 
which he said had also been encountered by other families on the IRHS. Mr. A’s 
lengthy quotation explains how he attempted to solve this problem by 
approaching various government bodies for help, and his exasperation that  none 
assisted him:  
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The bill, the amount that we share, current [the electricity bill],  
the water bill, you, you, like one hundred, whatever you come  
out fifty, they come fifty, but the bill was under my name you  
know or not, because I came in first [under the IRHS, the bill  
would be in the name of the first tenant who moved into the  
IRHS flat and the other co-tenant who moved in later would  
pay his share to the first IRHS co-tenant ]…one month ok,  
second month, they show their color … I went to HDB, PUB  
[the agency in charge of power supply and water), they can’t do 
anything. The main problem in the interim sharing, complained  
to HDB, I meant the interim office [the managing agent of the  
IRHS], they say you know what or not? They say co-operate. 
I say how to co-operate? Talk almost fight you know. A lot of  
families [on the IRHS] like that you know because, fighting,  
quarrelling. Even I am fighting you know also or not. (Mr. A) 
It is possible to imagine the tension in the home, and what the children had to 
witness between the adults in the flat in the ensuing months until the co-tenant 
family moved out (but the issue of sharing the utilities bill was still unresolved).    
 One of the social workers, Ada, said that she had an IRHS client who felt 
that her co-tenant was “kaypoh” [nosy]. The social workers also said that they 
had families complaining to them about co-sharing, with one of the major 
problems being co- payment of the utilities bill, much like what Family A faced. 
Social worker Sas explained, “Some of the, the husband and wife client would 
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say I don’t have to pay half, because it is only me and my husband and we are 
out most of the days and so you should be paying more of the bill. So fifty-fifty 
may not be fair.”  
 Other issues were the safety of their children when they were home alone 
with the co-tenants, and the noise level. The social workers highlighted that the 
conflicts between families could be serious. The media has similarly reported 
that co-sharing is less than ideal, as conflicts have been serious enough for the 
police to come in, and grassroots organizations have had to mediate between the 
families (Lim, 2012; Wong, 2012).  
 All the IRHS interviewees regarded the inconvenience and conflicts as 
unnecessary - these would not have happened or they would not have had to deal 
with them if they had their own “homes.” However, social worker Sas also 
observed that some of the IRHS families got along well with other IRHS 
families living in the vicinity, even if they did not get along with their co-tenant 
families. Some families were on friendly terms and would arrange to meet at the 
HDB void deck to chit-chat. Some were even on such good terms that they 
would help to look after each other’s children.  
 The IRHS families preferred not to share their flats with anyone. In the 
case of Family B, even though they did not face difficulties with the two 
different sets of co-tenant families who shared their flat with them for short 
periods, they would still have preferred not to share the flat with anyone. Mrs. B 
compared co-sharing and not co-sharing on the IRHS, and explained how she 
dealt with the matter, “I don’t talk to them, feel uncomfortable also, but I do my 
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own job, I do my housework there.” When there was no co-sharing, “We do not 
have to worry about what people say, cannot do that, I got my own kitchen, I got 
my own toilet, own room.”   
 Mr. F, whose family was not co-sharing their IRHS flat with anyone at 
the time of the interviews, hoped that this status would remain the same. He felt 
that if there was another family, he would have to ensure that his children were 
quiet and might have to scold them if they were noisy, “Our children, my 
children, I cannot scold my children all the time right? Children at home, they 
will make noise also…” Similarly, Mrs. G said that her three children had to 
keep their voices down when they were living in a rented room, “We cannot 
make noise, that’s the problem. I have children, they shout, so I need to bring 
them out in the morning. Go playground.” Both Mr. F and Mr. G said that for 
the sake of their children, they had requested that the HDB to expedite the 
process of getting their HDB rental flat.   
  There was an interesting comment by Mr. D relating to the loss of 
complete control, autonomy, privacy and comfort, with regard to his sister, 
whom he had lived with:   
 Squabbles and all that. Because she [his sister] don’t  
 understand, not married, you are still single, so you don’t  
 understand how we went through, until, she, when she got  
 married, she still have no kids, so don’t really know what,  
 how noisy the house be …but as the owner of the house,  
 she wants her own privacy, she wants it, everything  
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 her way, so for me as a, a tenant, we just comply. 
 This comment about how his sister felt brings a new dimension to the 
need for comfort and privacy, as one might be inclined to look only at the needs 
of homeless families. However, one also needs to consider the sentiments of 
well-meaning relatives who assist, as they too lose part of their privacy, and their 
lives also undergo a change.  
 The families’ cumulative experiences of co-sharing the IRHS flats or 
other types of shared accommodation, regardless whether they were unpleasant 
or not, deepened their desire for their own personal space. The families longed 
for a place that they could call their own home. As described by Mrs. I on 
staying in her IRHS flat, “Of course you happy I have a own house, then this one 
not my house but like our house like that.” The place(s) they stayed in did not 
feel like home.  
 Mr. D described what it meant having his own home, even though his 
family was not co-sharing their IRHS flat with anyone yet, “Home means that er, 
my own privacy, my all, my own sanctuary, I mean no freedom, no restrictions 
…it [the IRHS flat] still doesn’t belong to you (laughs) you know what I mean, 
this thing [the IRHS flat] does not belong to you.” Mrs. A yearned for their own 
home, “The last new house [the HDB flat they had applied for] can get, we go 
there, no problem, very good life all together the family staying there, I think 
this is very good.” Mrs. H expressed her feelings about getting their own home, 




 Mr. E reflected on all their living arrangements, “Although we have a 
place to stay, we still yet to call it home.” There was the absence of an affective 
bond between people and place, or the other term, “topophilia” (as cited in 
Easthope, 2004, p. 130). This validates research that has found that the home is 
more than a physical structure; there are also emotional or psycho-social 
attributes like warmth, memories and activities in the space that make it home 
(Mallett, 2004; Moore, 2004, 2007; Somerville, 1992).  
 The findings showed that co-sharing did help the families in terms of 
paying lower rents,  and some families did get along with their co-tenants. 
Nevertheless, the families desired to have their own private space. While the 
families had said that this would be more comfortable, it could also be because 
the co-sharing arrangement which they did not have a say in, affected their sense 
of pride or dignity. These findings resonate with the ETHOS framework  
(FEANTSA, 2011) on the link between the physical and social domains of a 
home and homelessness.  
Theme 3: Compromised “Sense of Family”, 
Children’s Well-being, and Family Decisions and Future 
 Consistent with research findings on the conflation of home with family 
(Mallet, 2004), the IRHS families were worried about how homelessness 
affected their sense of being a family. The situation was difficult, as while they 
were together as a family, they were still not quite like other families in 
Singapore who had their own home. It was a feeling that they were just not the 
same as before or like other families. This could also be because the families had 
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experienced the loss of an identity as a home-owner. Mr. F poignantly declared 
that with a home, “We become  like some other family. Like become a family 
here.” Likewise, Mrs. A yearned for her home so that the family could be 
together, “The last new home [the HDB flat that they had applied and were 
waiting for] can get, we go there, very good life, all together the family stay 
there.”   
 While all the families were appreciative of having a roof over their 
heads, and recognized that the IRHS had provided much needed shelter, 
something seemed to be absent. This was despite the fact that physically, the 
IRHS flats were similar to their previous flats, and to what most Singaporeans 
lived in. Regardless of the durations of being on the IRHS, or whether they were 
co-sharing or not, the families somehow viewed their IRHS flats as less than a 
home. Mr. F reflected, “Although we have a place to stay, we still yet to call it 
home.” Having lived in his IRHS flat for nine months and having to share it, Mr. 
H expressed, “I feel like, because we, our foot, like, we, we haven’t start we 
haven’t get our, our own house.” It seemed that home ownership was important 
to the families as they would have autonomy on what happened in the home, and 
it was not the same as living in a rented HDB flat with others. The fact that that 
they were previous homeowners or had stable housing arrangements, and did not 
have to share properties, also appeared to have an impact on how they felt.  
 The families were deeply concerned about the impact of being homeless 
on their children, similar to what overseas studies have found (Anucha, 2010; 
Averitt, 2003, Bassuk & Geller 2006; Pacquett & Bassuk, 2009; Tischler et al., 
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2007; Tischler, 2009). One of the issues that they had to deal with was 
explaining their housing predicament, or rather, the absence of a permanent 
home to their children. Mrs. F recounted that her children were puzzled, asking, 
“Why mummy? Daddy Singaporean, he don’t have his own house?  When they 
moved into the IRHS flat, her children asked, “Mummy, is this our real house 
now? Ya? So? No, it is still temporary [Mrs. F’s reply to her children]. Hah? 
Again?” [expressions of surprise and disappointment from her children].  She 
described how she had coped with her children’s questions, “So me and my 
husband we look each other, ya, just temporary. Just be patient we are queuing 
already, the HDB already told us wait for a while. Ok. That’s all.”   
 Similarly, Mrs. C shared how her family had coped: 
 Ah, before selling, they (the children) not agree you know,  
 mostly  my big daughter, she say, why, why. Ask me why, why,  
 so we explain them. We tell her because of the, we cannot stay, 
 the longer we stay there, our debt will be more higher,  
 because this one suggest by HDB, the way, the better way is 
 like that, we have to sell the house.  
 Mrs. E said that she and her husband had been frank in telling their two 
children about their difficulties:  
 Ah, feel ok, because we keep, we keep moving since they  
 are small, so they know our problem because everything we 
 will share, why we, why we move here, why we move there. 
 I always explain to them, like I don’t keep like, I and my  
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 husband, don’t keep like, er, don’t tell the children, no, because  
 we must tell them … 
 Mrs. D related that her older children, who are now teenagers, had 
compared their family’s circumstances with their friends, “When they can see 
their friends living in condo, we definitely cannot afford”, and “they say you 
know my friend’s house, got swimming pool.” Her response to them was:  
 I say, ya, so great, I say. So make sure you study hard and you 
 don’t stay in this kind of flat … then I say it’s good enough  
 from got no house, living in a room, till we have house even  
 though it is maybe temporary we still have to be grateful. 
  There was also concern about the relationship between the children and 
the adult co-tenants, and maintaining harmony with the co-tenant family. Mr. E 
shared an incident that occurred when his family was at the homeless shelter and 
the co-tenant family had complained about his son being rude. Mr. E felt that 
this was not the case after speaking to his son to find out what had happened. 
The situation was that the female adult co-tenant had told his son to take his 
bath, and his son’s reply that he would do so later was construed as being rude. 
After this incident, Mr. E’s solution was to have his wife always be at home 
whenever his children were, as he did not want such incidents to occur again. In 
addition, the social workers related that some IRHS families they worked with 
were worried about their young children being left unsupervised at home alone, 
or with the co-tenants in the home. This was especially a concern for those with 
younger or teenage daughters alone at home with a male co-tenant.   
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 The interviews with the families also revealed that the homeless 
experience affected the children’s educational needs. Both the Singaporean and 
transnational families spoke about this issue. The problem of school enrollment, 
high schooling expenses and citizenship issues faced by transnational families 
have already been explained under the theme “Continuing Financial Struggles”. 
The discussion here focuses on how being homeless affected Singaporean 
families’ decisions about their children’s educational needs.   
 It took both children and parents some time to adjust to the school 
environment, with even more adjustments necessary in the future when they 
would eventually move to their own new HDB homes, which would be more 
permanent housing. Family E who had been homeless for seven years, had 
stayed at five different places, one of which was across the Singapore Causeway. 
The family chose to stay temporarily in Johor Bahru, Malaysia, near the border 
where housing was more affordable for them. This was after renting two 
different homes in Singapore, and having their savings depleted substantially.  
 The social cost was that their two young sons had to commute by 
themselves daily for three hours from Johor Bahru in Malaysia to school in 
Singapore, which tired them out. While Johor Bahru and Singapore are linked by 
a causeway about one kilometer in length, the family did not stay near the 
causeway; there were thus issues of distance, time, and traffic to contend with. It 
appeared that the children had had to learn to be independent rather quickly. 
Their first child was only in primary school when he started to travel to and fro 
on his own and cleared the immigration check-points himself. The social 
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workers said that there were some cases in which the children did not attend 
school regularly even after the families shifted to their new homes in Singapore, 
because of the distance.  
 For those with young children who were not yet in formal primary school 
but would be starting school soon, the lack of a permanent home address was 
worrying.  Mrs. I whose son was in kindergarten was concerned about the 
proximity of home to school - she did not want her son to have adjustment issues 
when they moved to their permanent home. Mrs. D was very concerned for two 
of her younger children who were due to be registered for primary school:    
I really need to put her to school, primary one… I need  
to apply my children’s school, I, meaning, I say now I don’t 
know where is my location, where will be my location, the  
area, so where can I apply? I really need an idea… it is  
affecting her…” 
 There are two factors related to this concern. The first is proximity of 
home to the school - those who live close to the school are given priority for 
primary school registration under the current system. The second is the timing of 
school registration, which is a cause for concern in view of the uncertainty about 
when and where the families’ new homes would eventually be. In Singapore, 
school registration is performed about six months prior to the start of the school 
year. Hence for an IRHS family, after registering their children in a school of 
choice near their IRHS flat, they could be asked to relocate to another IRHS site, 
or they could move into the more permanent home. If they are relocated, the new 
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flat could be far away from the school they registered their child in earlier. 
Therefore, there was a lot of uncertainty among the interviewed families about 
where their homes and schools would be.   
 Both the Singaporean and transnational families were inevitably worried 
about their futures. Not having a home meant being unable to meet all the 
family’s present needs, as well as hindering their ability to provide some form of 
security and legacy for their children. Both the men and women wanted to be 
sure that their children had a place to stay should anything happen to them. The 
parents felt that it was their duty to provide for their children’s future. Mr. A 
reflected, “If I own my own house ah, different. Until my death or what ah, my 
own house what. My family will be staying there forever.”   
 Mr. G expressed: 
 Because you have your own house, your future, if anything  
 happens to you, your family has a place to stay. The kids  
 have a place to stay but if you do not have your own house,  
 and if anything should happen to me, what will happen after?   
 Mrs. D thought:   
Because, if we purchase, at least when we are no longer  
around, there is something we left for the children. If it is a  
rental unit, I don’t find it benefit for them because once I  
am not around, this thing will be back to HDB, they don’t  
have any place.  
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 Having one’s own home was also important as it was a launching pad or 
an infrastructure upon which to build family decisions and plans for the next 
phase of their lives. Mr. F pointed out that without their own place, even though 
they were not co-sharing with anyone yet, that they “cannot do and plan because 
you know, it’s really not our place.” As Mr. I aptly put it:    
If you got a home, you will have something like, like pillar,  
 ya, if you do not have a house, everything will collapse.  
 Ya, you need a home to support everything also. You can  
 don’t, don’t have it, you can don’t buy a car, you can don’t  
 buy anything but you must have a house to stay.         
 Notwithstanding the worries expressed by the families, the children 
seemed to be doing well in their studies. The researcher had glimpses into how 
some of the children were doing in school as the families had talked about their 
children openly during the interviews. For instance, Mrs. D shared that while the 
family was moving from place to place, her son had done well in his primary 
school leaving exam to make to the secondary school (express stream – four 
years of secondary school education whilst the less academically inclined would 
do it in five years). Mr. A was proud that his only son did well to enter the 
polytechnic. Similarly, Mrs. C was happy that her eldest daughter was in the 






Theme 4: Dealing with Significant Loss as a Parent - Two Families 
 The researcher felt that it was important to include the theme “Dealing 
with Significant Loss as a Parent” with regard to coping with a miscarriage and 
the suicide of a child, although these life events were experienced by only two 
families. This is because these are atypical problems that social workers might 
not consider when working with homeless families on the IRHS, as their efforts 
are primarily focused on alleviating financial problems and guiding families in 
making plans for a new home. However, important though these are, it should be 
remembered that there might well be other sad, if not, more exceptional episodes 
in an IRHS family’s homeless journey.   
 Mrs. E said that she had suffered a miscarriage while the family lived at 
Mr. E’s grandmother’s flat, “Because last year February…when I go to my 
grandmother house, I was pregnant. But maybe stress ah, then the baby die in 
my stomach, no heartbeat.  Er, I was, must wash, wash away.”Mrs. E expressed, 
“Then at that moment, very painful situation, my grandmother kick us out.” She 
and her husband supported each other emotionally, and took a spiritual 
perspective to make sense of the miscarriage: 
 For me ah, ok, when you, because who know who don’t 
 have problem, everybody got problem [rationalizing]but  
 if you just focus on the problem, that, that make you stress,  
 but for me, I see what is the good thing, means maybe  
 God want to take this child, I just think like that, God  
 want to make, take this child  but later will see this child at  
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 heaven then, because this child know that I and my husband  
 not stable, ah, then two children, brothers, so they, maybe  
 this child sacrifice one, ask me to take care of the brother,  
 this family first, like that. Some more, I got, I diabetic, some 
 more the doctor say if I give birth, either I or the baby die.  
 So, we cry a lot at hospital, my husband scared that I, I go  
 on medical, so maybe this baby sacrifice himself… 
 Both Mr. and Mrs. B talked about the death of their only son. The 
interview had started off casually with finding out more about the family from 
Mrs. B, who was interviewed before Mr. B and on a separate day. As the 
conversation went on, she spoke about her son. Mrs. B revealed that her teenage 
son had committed suicide when the family was living in their first IRHS flat. 
She spoke fondly about her son and described him as, “He’s very good.” She 
shared that her only son had done well in school and had had a bright future 
ahead. In fact, he had signed up for a robotics course just the night before his 
death. It was unexpected that her son would commit suicide the next morning 
over a relationship issue.  
 Mrs. B related that she had spoken to him over the phone, and that he had 
jumped off a block of HDB flats less than 15 minutes after that. She spoke at 
length about the circumstances surrounding his suicide, her grief as a mother and 
how she coped: 
 But how also, it’s also very sad. It’s very difficult for me to  
 say but I try to forget but cannot also.” It’s very difficult  
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 for me. Whenever I study Bible they say, you cannot, the  
 person who pass away, you cannot keep on thinking about  
 them. They already go to paradise to their God. You cannot 
 always think about it, it’s very heavy for them also. 
 She was teary-eyed as she spoke about coming to terms with his death, 
“But how also, it’s also very sad. It’s very difficult for me to say la but I try to 
forget but cannot also…” and ‘how many years also ah I cannot.” There were 
also family photos of her children in their IRHS flat, and she also showed the 
researcher her son’s photo in the cell phone (which had belonged to her son) that 
she was using.  
 The researcher did not raise the topic of the son’s suicide with Mr. B 
during the interview with him. However, Mr. B spoke about it when asked if he 
had any worries in a general sense. His response centered on his son and how he 
missed him: 
 Nothing, only my son, I miss my son only, I miss him.  
 Now his age, I think he is already 20, now very wonderful,  
 handsome, sporting fellow my son, his football, you see  
 him, I think I miss him, my son. This phone [referring to the  
 cell phone that Mrs. B uses], my son’s one [belongs to him]. 
  Already jump from the top floor ah, he died but the phone  





 Mr. B was deeply affected by his son’s sudden death:   
 Because ah, if my son, like sickness or whatever he die,  
 maybe I am happy. I tell the Lord, ok, he is suffering  
 [meaning if his son had passed away from an illness and  
 had not had to suffer any longer, he could have accepted  
 the death]. But my son is a very active boy …with friends, 
 the way he talk to people, the way he help with the people,  
 the way how he play games, how he cope with his friends,  
 how he cope with us and his  mother, we really miss him.  
 I never think that his life will be very short...but when we  
 bring him up, one day 19 years and he pass away, whoever ah, the  
 parents, will make them very worry. 
 The two families (Family B and Family E) tried to make sense of the 
unanticipated and painful episodes in their lives by supporting each other 
emotionally, and through religious coping. The stories shared by these families, 
although only two of them, highlights that families can face unexpected and 
exceptional losses while coping with homelessness and its attendant issues. The 
findings also suggest that social workers need to see beyond the concrete issues 
of finances and housing when working with the IRHS families, and to check on 





Theme 5: Lack of Physical, Practical, and Emotional Support from Kin 
 The families had used different coping strategies and tapped on different 
sources of support. The families had approached their parents, siblings, other 
relatives, and friends for tangible help in terms of accommodation and finances. 
This finding is consistent with what literature review in Chapter 2 has shown, 
that access to external social support and informal resources do enable many of 
the homeless to get through difficulties and exit homelessness. This finding is 
also is not surprising as these are natural helping networks, and especially in an 
Asian society like Singapore where the family is seen as the first line of support 
in times of difficulties. This is a value espoused by the Singapore government 
with the “Many Helping Hands’ philosophy, with which individuals and families 
are encouraged or expected to turn to their immediate families for help first, and 
seek formal welfare assistance as a last resort (MSF, 2014a).   
 However, for some families, the process and outcome of approaching 
people who were supposed to be closest to them proved problematic and became 
a stressor, hence the theme, “Lack of Physical, Practical, and Emotional Support 
from Kin.” Of course, some of the families received support from their 
immediate family members. For instance, Mr. D was appreciative that his elder 
brother had readily agreed to house his two elder children, while his sister had 
accommodated him, his wife and two younger children. Mr. I was grateful that 
his aunt had twice helped him with housing when he urgently needed her 
assistance. However, seeking support from one’s own kin might not be second 
nature to some. It was also awkward to offer help. Mrs. C said that while her 
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mother and siblings knew of her family’s plight, they did not volunteer to give 
them money, and she did not ask it of them either, ”So far I never like begging 
them, never.” However, they would sometimes give some money to her 
children:  
 If my children like, visiting them [her mother or siblings]  
 right, my mother, my brother, they say, like ang pow, they  
 just give, sure, I, I never ask one, but I see they [her children]  
 buy the thing, ask how come you got money buy McDonalds?  
 I say my uncle give me [her children’s reply to her].  
   While some families did receive some form of tangible assistance from 
their kin, their experiences could be disappointing and painful, and, at times, 
exacerbated their stress levels. For example, Mr. A said that he had borrowed 
small amounts of money from his relatives and stopped when he found out that, 
“at the back, they talk, talk to other relation [relatives]… they give but after that, 
they all go grumble, grumble, all relation. So I know all these, I stop asking all 
this.” Thus while their kin were physically present and did provide some form of 
financial help, emotional support or empathy seemed to be lacking. The family 
maintains a friendly relationship with their relatives by no longer asking them 
for financial help. However, there was a relative who was kind and 
accommodated his son so that it would be easier for his son to commute to 




 Families who had doubled-up rent free with, or had rented a room from 
their parents, grandparents, or siblings, related that it was not easy living with or 
seeking help from them. Families D, E and F felt hurt and unwelcomed by their 
family members over the amount of rent, among other issues. Their kin’s 
responses to their plight added to their distress. One would expect that the next-
of-kin would be a better source of support to the families than “official aid”, as 
they would be more sympathetic to their plight.  However, this was not the case 
for some of the families.  
 For Family D, when they rented a room in Mrs. D’s maternal home, there 
were disputes and crisis moments. Mrs. D shared an incident when her mother 
locked the flat and kept the keys to the main door. The family was locked in and 
the two elder children were going to be late for school. Mrs. D had to call the 
police for assistance. She related another incident when her mother literally 
chased the family out by forcing her two elder children to leave the flat when 
Mr. and Mrs. D were out. She and her husband found their children with their 
personal belongings at the HDB void-deck. Mrs. D was teary as she elaborated 
on these distressing situations. According to Mrs. D, the underlying source of 
unhappiness was the amount of rent, although SGD300 had been agreed upon at 
the start. Mrs. D’s family felt that they could get more if they rented the room 
out to an outsider. While family members may be present, there was a reluctance 




 Mr. and Mrs. E experienced the same predicament. Disagreements 
started after they rented a room from his grandmother, “It is all because the 
money I contribute to her is not enough.” Mr. E shared that he had approached 
his grandmother for help and thought that things were going to be fine:  
 Do you mind if we stay with you, then we will pay rental,  
 but we don’t stay there for free. Then she say she don’t  
 mind, then everything all goes well for the first month. 
 Subsequently, the second month starts to be  some disagreement, 
 it is all because the money I contribute to her is not enough.  
 Mrs. E felt that there was some unfairness about the way they were 
treated by Mr. E’s grandmother, “We rent, the power supply we pay, the 
marketing we do, but she not satisfied, she, she, money-minded.” Both Mr. and 
Mrs. E could not turn to their parents for help as they had limited resources 
themselves or could not accommodate them. Mrs. E’s single mother was without 
her own home and was living with a relative. It would appear that for Mr. E’s 
grandmother, the home was a financial asset, to be monetized, and that the 
amount of rent that could be collected was more important that showing care and 
understanding to a family member facing adversity.  
 Family F, one of the transnational families, had unpleasant housing 
arrangements while living with Mr. F’s brother and sister in-law. Mrs. F 
described staying in the flat, “No privacy anywhere and too squeezy for us” as 
there were six of them living in the small HDB flat. Mrs. F also mentioned that 
the space was so small that she and their two children slept under the dining 
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table and “sometimes a lot of cockroach crawl in the house, the house is not 
really clean.” As the flat was small, the family had to keep most of their 
belongings at Mr. F’s cousin’s place. The negative doubling-up experience was 
not so much about the size of the flat, but because of Mr. F’s sister-in-law’s 
attitude towards them. She did not welcome them as she was afraid that she 
could get into trouble with HDB for accommodating them. In addition, the 
sister-in-law talked about them, “Don’t have money” although they had 
contributed money for the household expenses, and shared food with her and her 
husband.  
 According to Mrs. F, her two children had also observed that their aunt 
had been cold towards them whenever they greeted her. Her reply to her children 
was, “Oh never mind, maybe she tired, she tired.” Mrs. F said that to cope with 
the situation, “I go down” and “I spend my time downstairs,” meaning that she 
left the flat and spent her time at the HDB void deck as it was uncomfortable to 
be alone with her sister-in-law in the flat. Mr. F though concerned, seemed to 
less bothered by this than Mrs. F, which could have been because he had been at 
work while his wife had been home with the two children and his sister-in-law 
most of the time. Family F still has a cordial relationship with Mr. F’s brother 
and sister-in-law, and will visit them occasionally. 
 Mr. and Mrs. I were appreciative that that they had been able to rent a 
place from Mr. I’s aunt on two separate occasions. Mr. I was grateful that his 
aunt had been kind enough to accommodate the family the second time round on 
an urgent basis, although the family had had to sleep in the living room. 
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However, Mr. I could not say the same about his cousins. He was indignant and 
upset when relating how they treated his wife when they lived there, “like a 
maid.” He also declared: 
They are very lazy. They never do any housework or anything, 
even the plates, they all never wash. After eat, they don’t  
wash. After they wash the clothes, then they don’t hang. So  
my wife have to do everything, even cleaning the toilet.   
 For the transnational families, there was limited support as they only had 
the men’s kin to turn to for help. Help was sometimes even not possible, not 
because of reluctance to help, but because there was no kin at all. Mr. G said that 
he was alone as he had been abandoned by his parents when young, and his 
grandmother who had looked after him had passed away long ago.  In the case of 
Mr. F, his brothers were even more needy than he was, “They also not in a good, 
er, their life, I think, can compare them, I think, my life is more better than them. 
You can say that, so nowhere to run, instead of I run to them, they sometimes 
ask me for help.” Likewise, Mr. I could not approach his two elder brothers for 
practical help (like accommodation) as they were also waiting for their HDB flat 
and not financially well-off.  Mr. H also could not turn to his siblings as they 
were not that well off, and thus borrowed money from a few friends instead to 
pay off his bank loans.   
 The findings revealed a mix of reasons why the families did not receive 
the type of kin support desired; it was awkward to ask and receive help due to 
pride, the relationships with their kin were not strong in their first place, or their 
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kin themselves were not financially stable themselves to assist them. The finding 
also raises the issue of the HDB flat being monetized to the extent that it affected 
kinship as a source of support.    
Theme 6: High Stress, Depression, and Suicidal Thoughts 
 The families were undoubtedly stressed and worried from during the 
various transitional points (from A to C), having to cope with both housing and 
non-housing issues all at the same time. For instance, Family A had to cope with 
the daily hassles of sharing the flat with a difficult co-tenant, their inability to get 
help from the authorities to resolve their utilities bill issue, inadequate income, 
and so forth. Family B had to cope with their son’s death, the lack of money, and 
health issues. The homeless journey was thus one of coping with multiple 
stressors.  
 It was evident during the interviews that the stressors deeply affected the 
families as eight of the nine female family research participants, and two of the 
male family research participants teared or cried as they related all the 
difficulties they faced. While tearing or crying may not be the best indicators of 
stress or depression, the fact that many of these episodes occurred during the 
interviews should not be discounted. The tearing and crying showed that their 
past trying circumstances were still vivid in their minds and possibly still 
affected them as some of their problems persisted. It was not just about the loss 
of a home but the entirety of all they had gone through. The family research 
participants were given some time to calm down whenever they were upset. The 
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researcher also checked with them if they wanted to continue after they had 
composed themselves. All of them decided to continue with the interviews.  
  It was felt that the mental health needs of the IRHS families were 
important areas for social workers to look at. As such, “High Stress, Depression, 
and Suicidal Thoughts” has been included as a theme, even though thoughts of 
suicide were articulated only by two male family participants. Even though no 
suicide attempts were made, suicidal ideation is a risk factor, and is not to be 
taken lightly. The findings suggest the gravity of the vulnerable mental state of 
the men interviewed. This could be tied to the fact that they were the heads of 
the families and had to be breadwinners. The men felt that they were responsible 
for finding a way out of their families’ predicament. The finding has also been 
noted in some studies, as men tied their identity and self-worth to work 
(Schindler & Coley, 2007; Tischler, 2007). 
 One of the men, Mr. C shared how his feeling about being a recipient of 
social services and being stressed by the intervention process. It was already 
difficult for the families who had had to adapt to a change in their status, from 
being independent to being a recipient of social services. To him, the 
questioning by service providers and the means-testing process were frustrating. 
Despite meeting with the social worker and giving the information, Mr. C did 
not get the assistance he needed:   
 Actually I don’t like to ask for the support but got no choice, 
 must ah. Help from CDC, SHG help me [name of SHG omitted  
 for confidentiality reasons], then for FSC also, sometimes,   
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 because very difficult to get their help. Before we ask for the, like 
 financial problem, difficult … my concern with FSC, that, I ask 
 her [the social worker] to renew back [school pocket money 
 assistance] but when  I start working [he had been on medical  
 leave for a period of time and had just returned to work], a lot  
 of questions asked. Then ask me now I got pay, then after that,  
 they calculate, calculate, calculate, then they say got more. 
 Then I  stop, some more I tell, I tell her, that’s why I really  
 because, my mental is, I like, become a mad people because I  
 very, very stressed…Become I think like, they also scared like,  
 I, sometimes I want to commit suicide, but, I, my will power  
 because I, I look forward with my family, all, all of them,  
 my kid, my wife.  I also because sometimes they ask for just  
 for my kids pocket money but they ask a lot of thing. I know 
 they must follow the relation [meaning the eligibility criteria  
 for assistance] but at least, at least, you must do something… 
 when we ask something, they cannot this, that, cannot do,  
 until now they also just keep quiet.  
 Mr. I, the youngest man, said that he was deeply troubled by the financial 
burden and housing issues. The family had moved three times after moving out 
of their home of origin; they first stayed with his aunt, then rented a room from a 
friend’s family, and then went back to his aunt’s place before being on the 
IRHS. He thought about suicide while he was living at his friend’s family’s 
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home. He felt that if he passed on, his wife would be the beneficiary of his CPF 
monies, and the family would be free from debt. His wife could then return to 
her country of origin to start afresh with their son.  Mr. I explained:  
 Because I am too stressed out, work, and about the financial  
 thing, I did, I did really once, I did think of committing suicide.   
 Yes. Because it is too stressed, because I was thinking, all this 
  kind of thing, I do not have enough money. I am just pulling  
  my son and my wife down. I am afraid that they don’t get  
 enough food to eat. So I am thinking, if I, I am dead, I will  
 get my CPF, they can get the money, maybe they can go  
 back to (name of wife’s country of origin has been omitted  
 for confidentiality reasons), to have a home business, or  
 buy a land, anything. I told my wife. I did share, after a while.  
 Then my wife say, “Why you thought of this kind of thing.  
 Say I would rather you here then you are dead. I don’t want the 
 money, I want you. I want you, I don’t want the money. We can  
 earn, earn slowly or we eat, we eat lesser food.” After hearing it,  
 I felt more sad. I hate myself, because I know this is not the  
 way, the right way. But sometimes, I just thinking that it is  
 the only solution, to make them relax, enough money, ah,  




 Mr. I said that he had confided his suicidal thoughts with his wife and 
close friends. His friends advised him against it, “Say, ask me don’t be stupid. 
Don’t be silly. I say yes, I know this is stupid, this is silly but when it comes to 
the point, you can’t take it, you, you are thinking this is the only way.”  
 While Mr. H did not express suicidal thoughts, he said that he had had 
depression and had sought treatment for it, “I, got, very you know, stressed. Yes, 
over-stressed. I got what you call, depression, I already have depression, so 
sometimes, I never think so much.”  
 Another refrain from the men was “What if something happened.” Mr. H 
spoke about the possibility of something happening to him, and worried about 
what would become of his two children in that event, “Worried, still worried, my 
children still small what. Ah, children, then if anything happen to me, what they 
going to, you still need to worry, like that. I single, I don’t worry, because I still 
got children.”  
 In the case of Mr. G, although he did not speak about suicide or 
depression, the researcher sensed that he was deeply worried for his spouse and 
children. He, like Mr. H, was concerned about the fate of his family, “So if 
anything should happen to me, she [his wife] only has my CPF to live. I have 
some insurance, that’s all.” He added, “Just worry for her because she is a 
foreigner, and I think she really doesn’t know what, what to do and how.” He 
reiterated during the interview,” How to go on, I am only worried for her. She’s 
er, she’s, what you call that, that kind of person who is really not, not ignorant, 
she does not really know.” It seemed that Mrs. G was aware that Mr. G was 
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deeply worried, as when the researcher asked if the couple discussed their 
problems together, her reply was, “Mmm, yeah, but my husband very sick. Very 
sick here [pointing to her heart]. He always hide inside. We talk but if we have 
problems, ah, he just don’t want to tell.”  
 Of the four men who had deep concerns about their children and spouses, 
it was noted that Mr. G, Mr. H, and Mr. I were in transnational marriages, 
although Mr. H’s wife is now a Singapore citizen. Another interesting point is 
that it was the second marriage for Mr. G and Mr. H, and both of them were 57 
years old and much older than their spouses.  Both men had expressed similar 
concerns along the lines of “should anything happen to me” (Mr. G), and “if 
anything happen to me” (Mr. H). The researcher felt that it was as if they were 
conscious of their old age and mortality, or just being prepared for the worse as 
they have very young children. The findings therefore suggest that the 
transnational families were under greater stress as they had to cope with 
additional issues like citizenship issues, higher medical fees and so on. 
 Like the issues of miscarriage and the suicide of a child, which might not 
be on a social worker’s radar, the mental health needs of IRHS families is an 
area that should be looked into. It might not be immediately apparent that 
families who have been given interim housing, financial aid, and other forms of 
practical assistance could still be so frustrated, burdened, or troubled that they 
would think of suicide as a way out of their problems. None of the social 
workers who were interviewed spoke about their clients on the IRHS having 
suicidal thoughts or depression. However, one social worker mentioned that she 
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had a male client on the IRHS who had confided in her that it was the first time 
he had shared his problems with anyone, indicating the general need for 
emotional support. This highlights the important role of social workers in 
providing emotional support to the families. The findings of the study also 
suggest that the men, most of whom were the breadwinners, felt responsible in 
providing for their families. This could also mean that they felt more pressured, 
and needed emotional support and encouragement.  
Theme 7: Anxiety and Endurance, and 
Remaining Hopeful while Transacting with the Various Systems 
 The interviews with the families on the IRHS showed that their 
interpretation of the homeless experience (stressors, coping choices and 
outcomes) were influenced by a host of other factors, and not just family 
characteristics or resources like their employment status, health, and so forth, or 
their relationships with their kin. It was found that the families had turned to 
external resources which were within their reach to cope, the first layer of 
support being their circle of friends, and the second layer being formal agents of 
help like the MPs of their constituencies, FSCs, CDCs, SHGs, schools, and so 
forth. The families also had to engage or connect with wider social structures 
such as housing, social welfare, and citizenship policies as they coped with 
homelessness. As elaborated in the literature review in Chapter 2, friends and 
formal social service agencies have been pivotal in helping the homeless find a 
place and regain normalcy in their lives.  
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 The study revealed that the IRHS families’ interactions with these 
different “agents of help” had had mixed outcomes. Although they had received 
help, the process of help-seeking had been stressful, and while the families were 
grateful for the assistance and support given, the amount of help seemed 
inadequate for them or was below their expectations. These coping experiences 
and the types of coping resources they had sought have been collectively termed, 
“Anxiety and Endurance, and Remaining Hopeful while Transacting with the 
Various Systems.” There are two sub-themes within this overarching theme, 
“Transacting with Different Agents of Help” and “Navigating Housing and 
Other Policies”.   
Transacting with Different Agents of Help 
 As the experiences of the IRHS families with their kin have already been 
examined, this sub-section discusses the families’ interactions with their friends, 
MPs, FSCs (social workers as well as programs and services provided), CDCs, 
SHGs, schools, the HDB, and the managing agent of the IRHS flats, and so 
forth.  
 Friends. Friends were important support resources for the families. Nine 
(Mr. B, Mr. D, Mrs. D, Mrs. E, Mr. F, Mrs. F, Mr. G, Mr. H, and Mr. I) of the 
family research participants spoke of their friends. However, this does not mean 
that the rest did not also have friends to turn to. Mr. I talked about getting advice 
and emotional support from his friends, “I did talk to my friends. Ya, actually, to 
me, friends are more closer than family.” Mr. E said that his wife’s friend gave 
them information about how to apply for assistance from his children’s school, 
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“All this help from the school. We find out from my wife friend.” Mrs. D 
participated in a program conducted by the FSC and made some friends there, 
“Having meet people, and when there, I meet people to get information on how 
to really get, right now, getting information on how can I just get a flat, and a 
purchase unit.” Friends therefore provided them with informational support 
which enabled them to make decisions or find out where to seek help.  
 Mrs. F said that while her extended family was not in Singapore to 
support her own family, she had met a friend from her country of origin, who is 
now a Singapore Permanent Resident. Her friend helped the family by giving 
them second hand furniture. In addition:  
 Sometimes she give my children money, this is for your  
 allowance, sometimes she give us, also sometimes,   
 helping us, I accept. Actually I am shy to accept but I  
 never go and ask but they offer me, I take. Offer me I  
 take but I am not going to ask. (Mrs. F)    
Mrs. F appreciated the kindness and unsolicited tangible help of her friend, but 
did not want her children to develop the habit of expecting gifts from her friend.  
 Mr. E said that he had asked his friends for financial help, “Friends, 
friends, I, financially wise, just a bit, a bit here and there.  Maybe a few hundred, 
then, a hundred, that’s all. A few hundred, then I return back.” Mr. H had 
borrowed from a few friends to pay off his bank loans. Mr. G said that his 
employer, who was also a friend, had helped him with accommodation when 
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Family G returned to Singapore. Mr. F shared about a colleague who had lent 
him money to rent a home: 
 I borrow him money, there was my good friend, usually help me 
 to borrow [lend] money. Got a few thousand eh? Because not  
 enough that time. To pay to enter, they need the one month deposit  
 and one month rental, one month deposit so he borrow [lent] me  
 that time.  
Those who had borrowed money from their friends and colleagues were paying 
them back in installments. 
 On the other hand, Mr. B said he preferred not to ask his relatives or 
friends for financial help, “Because when we approach them, we, when we get, it 
is easy, when we try to pay ah, then it would be difficult then, then the friendship 
will be more, more problem. Problem, money we don’t want that.” Mrs. E also 
expressed reservations about approaching her friends for help, but for other 
reasons: 
 I and my husband, don’t have a lot of friends actually,  
 I got only one friend, but my friend also got, same, got  
 problem of its own, so I don’t want to bother. It is my, my  
 problem, it is not fair for, I know can help but I don’t think  
 she got afford because she also not working, only her husband,  




 The perception of friends as a source of social support corresponds with 
what social worker Ada related:  
 I will ask them, are your friends aware about this and how 
 have they been assisting them. They say they are aware but  
 they have their own family issues or the thing they tend to say,  
 that, they don’t want to burden them. Ya, and sometimes their 
 husband also is, because of the male egoistic side, so they don’t  
 want their problems to be known by others, like talking your  
 dirty laundry. 
There seemed to be valid reasons some of the families chose not to approach 
their friends.  For those that did so, it would appear that their friends had to have 
the means to do so, and also sympathetic to their circumstances. 
  Formal agents of help. The IRHS families had also coped with the 
assistance and support from a number of “formal agents of help.” These included 
MPs, FSCs, CDCs, SHGs, schools, the HDB, the managing agents of the IRHS 
flats, the PUB, and other agencies. The families had received different types of 
assistance from a variety of formal agencies, suggesting that the social welfare 
system in Singapore had been responsive in meeting the families’ multiple 
needs. The assistance included advice, emotional support, tangible assistance 
like  financial aid, school-pocket money, food rations like rice and cooking oil, 
vouchers to buy food and household items, and programs and activities for 
children. The families related both positive and negative experiences with the 
different formal agents of help.    
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 The families who had been trying to find alternative accommodation on 
their own eventually turned to the formal agents for help with housing. They 
were able to obtain temporary accommodation via the IRHS with the assistance 
of their MP, a social worker, or the HDB, or a combination of these three ways 
(as the formal agents made referrals to each other):  
 The MP write the letter to HDB [the MP wrote a letter to  
 HDB on their behalf on the housing needs they had]… 
 HDB see me regarding what, your, my situation, see can or  
 cannot, salary or what [if the met the income criteria for  
 housing]. Then if you can meet, ok, you have a roof, a roof,  
 so follow them. Then came here [being on IRHS], ok lah.  
 If cannot make, still need to ask for help. (Mr. H) 
 So I told them [the HDB], I don’t, my family, don’t  
 even have a proper place, so that’s where they introduce  
 me the rental flat. (Mr. G)  
 Then I, because I, when they [the HDB) say cannot, then 
  I don’t know what the next what to do, my husband is  
 very low about this, knowledge about HDB, until I, my  
 social worker, she ask me to draft up what I do, the profit,  
 then I list down everything, then she follow me go to HDB,  
 explain to the officer there,  my bank account there is no  
 money already, like that, then they know that really I have  
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 no money, and my family is in difficulty, then they like,   
 understand our situation, trust us, then they approve our  
 rental…(Mrs. E) 
 I don’t know where, where and how, until I get the help.  
 I went MP, then MP refer me to the FSC. Family service,  
 then they say, can you try IRH, I say what is IRH? I said 
 ok. HDB you try, then for IRH. Ok, then I went. (Mrs. D)  
 On the matter of welfare assistance, Family E was thankful for the advice 
and practical help given by social workers. For instance, a social worker had 
referred the family to a homeless shelter, and another social worker helped her 
prepare documents for the application for an HDB rental flat. For Family G, 
their children participated in some of the activities organized by the FSC, “Ya, 
they do. Every Tuesday, Thursday and Saturday they go.” Mrs. C said that they 
had received financial help from the CDC, “I do get help in, the one from CDC, 
they help me with this what you call, the rental for three months”, and  
“Voucher, but the voucher is about, lesser than, it’s  SGD106. So we have to top 
up a few dollars. Then plus this, our power supply. Power supply they also 
give.”   
 Mr. F felt that the MP he had approached had been helpful:  
 And even financial that time, the MP help us for three  
 months, giving SGD100, because I was telling them  
 regarding about my rental flat was very heavy, at that time  
 I have to work for 24 hours almost. Because my salary is 
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 not enough, cause I got only SGD1,809 at that time.  
 I need to do overtime  to pay. So the MP, at the least  
 the MP good, really helping us.  
  Family A also found the FSC helpful, “They come, they ask me, 
interview me. Then they talk all these, then I tell them. Ok, they talk to me 
nicely, they tell me don’t worry, take care of your health. We try to do 
something for you ah, then they, then they tell me. The family received 
assistance from different agents of help - the FSC (support and referral services), 
CDC (financial aid for daily expenses, and so forth), SHG (financial assistance 
ranging from SGD70 to SGD120 for their children’s educational needs), the 
children’s school (which provided bursaries), Medifund for medical needs, and 
food rations for a short period from a social service agency (referred by the 
FSC).  
 Mr. A also pointed out that while he was appreciative of the assistance 
given, his encounters with some agencies had been unpleasant, and some of his 
problems had remained unsolved. It is not inconsistent for families to have 
mixed feelings or mixed experiences – gratefulness for being assisted, while 
being dissatisfied on the  quantum of aid (which could be below what they 
expected), and the helping process. Mr. A had approached a few government 
agencies to resolve the utilities bill problem he had had with his previous co-
tenant family, but none of them helped him. He also spoke at length about what 
happened when he approached the HDB for his IRHS rent arrears. Mr. A’s 
lengthy sharing suggests his need to ventilate about how HDB first treated him. 
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It also suggests  that agencies could have found out more about the families’ 
difficulties before concluding that the families were not doing anything to help 
themselves:  
 Then, the HDB officer came down, interviewed me,  
 say, “Ah, you stay in XXX (name of the first IRHS site  
 omitted for confidentiality reasons) you cannot afford pay  
 rental down there, your arrears so much already. Now you  
 shifted from there to here, same problem, still never pay.  
 Ah, I can throw you out, I can any time  throw you out  
 from here you know. You go and find your own place 
 to stay.” Wah, they really fire me upside down. The big shot.  
 …I say I know…but that time I was, I can work, but now I   
 completely cannot work …Now I lost my eye sight, I  
 cannot work…how?…I try to pay because my wife only  
 working, my three children studying…they don’t know  
 about my eye problem you know. Because they don’t know,  
 then they only want proof, your medical. Luckily I was  
 holding all my documents [suggesting that there is need  
 to prove that you are not able to work]…Good. They  
 photocopy. Then ok, good. They say then try to pay the  
 minimum…I say I try to but even though makan [food]  
 sometimes also cannot afford, what to do, but I try, try my  
 best. Ok, ok, then you take all the documents, then you go  
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 off. Suddenly welfare people came to my house  
 [HDB referred them to a FSC and the social worker visited  
 him at home]. (Mr. A) 
 Mr. A was also troubled that the CDC had reduced the quantum of 
financial aid from SGD500 to SGD150, and which was later adjusted to 
SGD250. He had also found himself in a dilemma when his eldest child had 
started to work- should he have informed the CDC and have had the assistance 
reduced? To him, the family’s finances were already so tight.    
 Last year, three months I get SGD500, three months.  
 But then my wife only working, my daughter not  
 working, only one. After that I have to declare, because  
 government, I cannot bluff them. Then after that, my  
 daughter went to work…three months only. How much  
 is her salary? SGD1,000, I think SGD1,500 or something.  
 She’s earning but after take-home, cut CPF …I tell them  
 she is not supporting us (his daughter later moved out to  
 live near her workplace), never support us. I just declare  
 everything, whatever is true, I tell them. But  they take that into  
 account … I don’t get the SGD500. Reduce, reduce to  
 SGD150... I say how come?…They say because your  
 daughter is working.  What’s the point you know? She is  
 not supporting but even if  I declare to you that I cannot, 
 government cannot bluff. I better declare everything. I declare,  
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 but she’s not helping. After declare  also, I say, I just tell them,  
 I say, where got enough like  that. (Mr. A) 
  In the case of Family B, the family had received assistance from the MP 
once, when they had lived in their previous IRHS flat (at another site). They 
found the MP helpful as they had received a voucher to buy things, and some 
cash. However, they were annoyed with the MP of their new IRHS locality. Mr. 
B said that he had gone to see the MP, “four times you know. Just to see. I also 
sacrifice myself,  you know, my job I go and see you [meaning he had had to 
take leave] but this guy ah I tell you, this MP, don’t want to give us a good 
answer, give lah.”  
 Like, Mr. C, Mr. B was annoyed that the FSC had stopped providing 
school pocket money assistance: 
 Because this FSC, only one time they help me. When you  
 know, forgot already, one month only they help me. Give  
 me SGD45, they say they cannot help only for 24 months 
 only…I also don’t know what kind of government, this people.  
However his daughter was still receiving other help, “The school bus only, and 
then get a coupon, the canteen. So she can buy food.”   
  Family B was also concerned about co-sharing, and attempted to pre-
empt this by speaking to the managing agent in charge of the IRHS. Mr. B 
shared:   
 We already say we don’t want to share …we don’t  
 want problem, because when other people come, can they  
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 cope with us. Will they be like us? Can’t lah, not everyone  
 the same. They, sometimes will be problem, so this problem 
 will make us more depression. Ah, so we don’t want.  
The family had had no co-tenant family since they had moved into the new 
IRHS flat, and attributed this outcome to divine intervention. Mrs. B expressed, 
“God never let anyone stay there,” and Mr. B felt,” That’s why the Lord I am 
telling you now, that the Lord is very great.” 
 The unpleasant encounters with some of the formal agents of help could 
have been because the managing agents had not been fully aware of the families’ 
predicament, or had been trying to get the families to comply with guidelines, or 
because the IRHS families had simply felt that more aid and support could have 
been given, and for longer periods of time. In the review of existing research 
(Chapter 2), some homeless people had indicated that they had felt discriminated 
against at times by agencies that had been supposed to help them. There is also 
an inherent power imbalance between service providers and service recipients. 
This suggests that the help-seeking process, or rather the help-giving process on 
the part of agencies could be carried out with greater sensitivity.  
Navigating Housing and Other Policies  
 Another sub-theme that emerged from the study was that the beginning 
of homelessness was also about exiting from it, and finding permanent housing. 
The families were clear about what they needed to do to achieve this goal, 
although the process was wrought with difficulties as they had to understand and 
navigate around different policies. It was a period of stress and endurance even 
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as they tried to remain hopeful of fulfilling their personal aspirations for a home 
with limited family resources, and finding their way amidst exogenous elements 
like housing and other policies. For instance, Mrs. E was optimistic as she 
reflected on her family’s past housing arrears and history of living in different 
temporary places, “So, ah, it’s ok, it’s over [referring to the period of moving 
from place to place] but now I see it is a new path for me and my family. We are 
going to reach [have] the house that we wanted, like, er, own house.” Given the 
families’ socio-economic status, even though they had the patience and 
endurance to wait for a flat, owning a home could remain an issue as they could 
still have mortgage problems given their low salaries and in low-wage jobs. 
 All the families desired permanent housing, given that all of them 
previously had places they called home, and negative pre-IRHS and IRHS 
experiences. It may also appear odd if one does not have a home in Singapore, as 
having one’s own home is commonplace, and even the very poor have an HDB 
public rental flat as their home. Being on the IRHS can be seen as a deviation 
from the normal range of housing provisions in Singapore. Yet it is still a 
positive temporary stepping stone out of homelessness. As one of the social 
workers said, “They may not have the money to leave but they are hopeful that 
one day they will leave. So that [the IRHS flat] is not home.”   
  Social worker Isa felt that families who coped with their financial 
problems by selling their HDB flats are caught in a housing bind thereafter. This 
makes it hard to get out of homelessness. It is difficult for them to get an HDB 
 230 
 
rental flat because of the debarment period, and the children seem to be the ones 
who would suffer. She commented: 
 Policies can be quite punishing, maybe like sometimes  
 there is a mix. There is, the elements of families with poor  
 decision-making. At the same time, there is family …some  
 definite at-risk factors, and there are concerns, maybe their   
 young children…there needs to be some leeway given for this  
 type of family, even though they have to face the consequences  
 of their poor decision-making at the same time. I feel that part, 
 the children in these families because, puts them in a situation,  
 where things, more bad things are likely to happen. 
  Exogenous societal factors, including the availability of affordable 
housing, affected the families’ aspirations of home ownership. None of the 
families were able to exit homelessness by purchasing a home from the private 
market. This would mean relying on public housing, provided they met the 
eligibility criteria to purchase a flat from HDB again, or were considered poor 
enough to qualify for an HDB public rental flat. Families A, C, H and I, who 
qualified for the HDB Public Home Ownership Plan were waiting for their new 
flats. An interesting point to note is that for Families A and C, their new homes 
would be smaller than their previous homes; they had had to downsize to smaller 
flats that were more affordable. For Families B, and E, they had applied for a 
home under the Public Rental Scheme.  
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 The issue of affordability of HDB flats for the families was made more 
complicated by their financial situation. The families were hard pressed, having 
to cope with the concomitant issues of daily living expenses, schooling 
expenses, medical costs, utilities bills, and repaying debts, all in addition to 
paying the rent for their interim rental housing. With their limited household 
incomes, some of the families (Families A, B and G) were also in arrears for 
their IRHS flats.   
Exiting homelessness, in terms of leaving the IRHS was also about 
endurance. There was a long waiting period before the families could take 
physical possession of the flat they had applied for. For instance, for Family B 
who had been on the IRHS for more than three years, and had lived at two 
different IRHS flats, their two-room HDB flat that they had applied for in 2009 
would only be ready in late 2015 or 2016. Family I who applied for a flat in 
2010 said that they would probably have their home in 2015.  
Families in the HDB public rental flat queue were also waiting for their 
flats. Mrs. F’s wish, “Give us our own house, give us our own house as soon as 
possible” reflected their deep longing for their own home. Family E had to wait 
for more than three years before being eligible for an HDB rental flat, which are 
already short in supply. The latest information from HDB, at the time of writing, 
is that the waiting time for a rental flat has been reduced from 21 to 7.5 months, 
and  that the HDB is working towards increasing the supply of rental flats from 
42,000 to 60,000 units by 2017 (Chang, 2013; HDB, 2014; Yeo, 2015).  
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In terms of accessibility to public housing, HDB’s Home Ownership 
Program and Public Rental Scheme require a Singaporean citizen applicant, and 
that the co-applicant family member be a Singapore citizen or Permanent 
Resident in Singapore. Mrs. I said that she and her husband could not apply for a 
flat when they got married as she is not a Singaporean:    
Cannot get, when I get pregnant, we got apply, after that 
cannot, give birth already still cannot. Ah then, they give 
me the card, one year, one. Then cannot buy house, we also  
like, then after that we just give birth to him ah, my husband  
used his name and him go and buy already. 
 Mr. F found himself in a quandary upon returning to Singapore with his 
non-Singaporean wife and two children in 2011: 
I never rent or buy house before. So I thought to bring my  
family back to Singapore to be a Singapore citizen for my  
family. I thought easy, can apply and get flat but doesn’t 
know that it is very difficult. 
Eventually, according for him, “Luckily after one year, then my kid get the 
citizen, then I went back HDB, and HDB say now I can apply for rented queue.”  
 Mr. G faced the same predicament. After repeated attempts and one year, 
of waiting, he was able to get citizenship for one of his children, and with that, 
he could apply for an HDB rental flat for the family. The housing difficulties 
faced by the homeless families need to be placed in the context of the time, and 
nature of the housing policies when they were seeking a home as HDB policies 
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have changed over the years. In the past, Singaporeans with non-citizen spouses 
could only buy from the resale market. However, HDB amended its housing 
rules in July 2013, to allow Singapore citizens with non-citizen spouses to apply 
for a flat, provided certain conditions are met (HDB, 2013).   
Theme 8: Self-reliance, Pragmatism, Patience and Adaptability  
 In spite of all the challenges faced, the families were realistic about 
dealing with the multiple problems they had, and possessed a strong independent 
spirit and desire to solve problems on their own. The families’ comments along 
these lines, which were corroborated by the social workers, showed that they had 
a sense of pride and desire to be self-reliant. These  attributes and strengths 
helped them to cope with the various stressors. They did not see the need to 
approach external agencies in the first instance, like FSCs for help, and had been 
embarrassed if they had had to. They would only seek help as a last resort. 
However, if help were offered to them without their asking for it, they would not 
turn it down.  
  It appears that the IRHS families’ help-seeking approach was very much 
aligned with the country’s tenets of welfare assistance, to seek formal assistance 
as a last resort. It would also appear that their views were largely influenced by 
this cultural or national norm. While this approach is a strength, it can make a 
person feel like a failure; one had had already failed to cope on their own and 
had also failed in seeking social support from kin and friends. One thus has to 
take ownership of one’s unsuccessful actions/non-actions before finally seeking 
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formal assistance. This has implications for social work practice, as well as 
policies to help those in need. This will be discussed further in the next chapter.  
 The following are some views expressed by the men and women, and 
social workers (about their own IRHS clients), which reflect the families’ 
determination to make it on their own, their coping strategies and their 
resiliency:  
 Well, before that I tried to, when I was in my own flat I. 
 don’t ask from government help and all this. I like, shy.  
 Don’t ask but after that, when bad time ah, so people  
 say why not. (Mr. A) 
 Most of the time, we have been managing on our own. (Mr. D) 
 We, never happen, I never happen to me before so I got  
 no choice, got no other way, only the MP can help,  
 help me [to get an HDB flat]. (Mr. F)   
 Actually my case actually ah, my problem very big 
 but I, I, I keep quiet people ah, because I don’t like to tell  
 anybody about my problem. We don’t want to, you know,  
 because I always think what for tell other people, maybe  
 now I also need support but I think other people, maybe  





 Because in my mind, I told myself, I have to go through  
 this thing because I have to be strong. Because I got a 
 family, and the head of  the family. I have to be strong, to  
 be strong in order to let them be strong. (Mr. I)  
 We don’t go ask anymore, you have, you give. Don’t have,  
 never mind. Whatever we have we just cook… In Singapore you   
 are still difficult. In Singapore got a lot of people, improving it,  
 still coming up, how come you say you still got problem ah.  
 Ah, then, this is my family, ah, I don’t want to tell anyone this  
 story. (Mrs. B) 
 I am shy to accept but I never go and ask but they offer me, I take.  
 Offer me I take but I am not going to ask. (Mrs. F) 
 Mr. X [an IRHS client] does not come to see the FSC. He is  
 not used to seeking help. He keeps to himself and tries to do  
 things on his own. (Social worker Lynn) 
 Despite all the hardships, and they are also very determined  
 …they are the type who really want to pay the bills, and  
 when I say determined, it’s like let’s say they don’t find a job,  
 they are the type who will actually go and find a job.  




 Like some, some of my clients, it’s more of…they are  
 ashamed because you know, their, their decisions that has  
 led to this situation lah, so due to that. But there is still  
 the sense of ownership, that yes I did that and so I am  
 thankful that at least my clients are not people who are blaming, 
 I mean externalizing the blame so far. (Social worker Liz) 
  The families thus appraised and re-appraised the process and outcome of 
seeking and accepting help from family, friends, and other sources, in particular, 
from formal social support agencies/people like their MPs, CDCs, or SHGs. The 
social workers also observed the strengths of the families and their desire to help 
themselves. For example, the families had accepted the fact that they had had no 
choice but to sell their homes. Mrs. E expressed, “Er, very sad, because I love 
that place, of course my home right? But what to do right?” Mrs. C reasoned, 
“Because that is the way we have to settle our debt.” Likewise, Mr. A said, “I 
sad also, I could not save my house …better sell to HDB, maybe I get back my 
CPF and whatever income … if HDB repossess my house, I will be zero, 
nothing.     
 It could be seen that while the families were sad, they knew at the same 
time that they had to be objective, and that something had had to be done in 
terms of selling their homes and making some gains from that rather than not 
getting anything back. If they had not done that, it could have worsened their 
situations. Almost all the families adopted a stoic and rational approach. One 
had to gain a sense of control by making the best decision under the 
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circumstances. It was also a way of coping with psycho-social attachment issues 
to their home - the emotions accompanying the quasi-free choice, or rather, 
quasi-forced choice of selling their home. The families did not think it was wise 
to dwell on the problems, and instead wanted to press on. Mr. H said: 
 Face it, that time we cope, then what we do is the normal,  
 you need to, you need to survive ah right? Right? You need  
 to work, you need the expenses that type of thing, you think  
 so much, you suffer. Ah, what thing, already suffer, suffer  
 with children, student lah, schooling lah, this type of thing,  
 suffer,  then you don’t want to suffer this type of thing, just  
 face it.  
  To help themselves, the families were pro-active and used a variety of 
problem-focused, emotion-focused, and meaning-focused coping strategies. The 
following comments illustrate the coping thoughts, choices or actions taken by 
the families, and some of the coping strategies did involve sacrifices on their 
part:  
 We, how to say, I also don’t know. We budget everything,  
 we don’t go out, we don’t go outside take dinner. (Mrs. B)  
 Then I keep telling myself, I got hand, I got leg. Ya, I can  
 earn my own money. So, I just told myself to work more  
 harder. (Mr. I)  
 We never do shopping for clothing. (Mr. F)  
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 We not spender, we don’t go outside, like go outing, don’t  
 go see  movie … I don’t go outing…Whenever people ask  
 me go out, I never go. (Mrs. B) 
 Thank God, that there is, we are strong enough, we are  
 patient and we work hard. That time we work hard …  
 Working under agent security, more salary, 12 hours job  
 but very tired, by just to maintain but we manage for  
 two years. (Mr. F)   
 Ah, I never, so my, my budget is what know, last time, I  
 am working right? Money in my hand, I can go like shopping, 
 like buy something, now, never, because I never think for my 
 children, I think about my family, the makan [food]… I think  
 twice, …not like last time, what I want, I can buy. So I think  
 about my children. (Mrs. C) 
 Ah, some more, the job sometimes it’s not so easy, now  
 working is very nearby, so I will count my bus fare, my per  
 day how much, so I from, from, from home to work I always  
 pack my food. So I don’t buy any food. So I save. So that 
 means ah, morning my wife wake up about four o’clock or so  





 To some extent, I think these clients are very adaptable, they 
 try to adjust, they live within what they have, at least, you  
 know. There is some sort of awareness that what is, what  
 can I afford and what I cannot afford” and also a bit of,   
 acceptance that, er, this is my situation right now, so what  
 is my priority in terms of spending. (Social worker Liz) 
 All the family participants also kept going for the sake of their children. 
In particular, the men said that they were the heads of their households and were 
worried about their spouses and children, “Mmm, actually, sure lah, definitely. 
Husband, as the head of the house, I must really concern about my family, about 
kid and my wife, if anything happen to me, then how?”(Mr. C).  While the 
families, especially the men shared that their spouses and children were a source 
of worry, their spouses helped to buffer the stressors faced. Ultimately, the 
spouses turned to each other for emotional support. Mr. I shared, “My wife gave 
me the support. Yes. Ya, because sometimes I will feel very depressed, I feel 
down. That was the time when my wife will talk to me again, what we call, “an-
wei” [comfort].  
 Similarly, Mrs. E related: 
 Yes, sometimes also, I tell my, my husband ah, oh I sick,  
 I got diabetes, I sick, I got slipped disc, I cannot help you  
 much, but he say, if this like, if we feel, with this small  
 amount ah, if we feel happy ah, we can, if we got a lot 
 like, big, rich also, we don’t feel happy, is like always not  
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 enough. He always say like that to me, so he say can,  
 we can, that’s why, that is, put me positive also, that’s why.  
  
 Mrs. F explained that she and her husband would discuss their problems: 
 Sometimes we discuss but just sometimes, what  
 to do. This is life. So it’s slowly, we will be better.  
 Then I, I do, I talk to him so, you don’t worry let’s be  
 patient, you work  hard for us, one day I will help you,  
 it does not matter as  long as we got our house, then we 
 will be more comfortable because  for now, it is only  
 temporary you see so, more better if we have our own house 
 so I always tell him to be patient for us. 
 Mr. C said that he would share his problems and plans with his wife and 
children:  
 I always discuss … I always together I talk to my  
 family, anything happen, I will like  be meeting with  
 them… like I doing the cleaning, but when they want to  
 promote me to supervisor, then I told them,  I discuss…  
 with my kids here, then my wife ok. I only need their  
 support.  
 Social worker Lynn observed: 
 The wives seem supportive of their husbands. I hear from  
 Mr. Z (one of the IRHS families she works with), as he is  
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 the main contact. He says that when he shares with his wife,  
 she will advise him. 
 Homelessness is indeed a complex phenomenon. Even the psycho-social 
dimension in itself is multi-faceted as evident by the eight inter-related themes 
and sub-themes within each of them. The themes revealed that the families faced 
housing and non-housing stressors, and the families had coped by tapping on 
their own resources and strengths, as well as approached their kin, friends and 
formal agents of help.  
Chapter Summary 
 The findings revealed that while some family characteristics such as 
having low education, being employed in low wage jobs, poor health, making 
well-intended but risky financial decisions, and so forth, had a part to play in the 
families’ predicament, the families were hard-working, strong, resilient and 
pragmatic in taking measures to cope with their problems. Notwithstanding these 
positive traits, the families’ own resources were insufficient to help them get out 
of homelessness and cope with other stressors, especially when they had to deal 
with structural issues like the availability of affordable housing, work processes 
of agencies, welfare policies, and so on. They eventually sought and accepted 
external help (which may not be necessarily seen as a weakness).  
 In coping, the families’ appraised and re-appraised what could be done 
and tapping protective factors within the family and outside the family that 
would allow the family to function better in the midst of the multiple stressors. 
The inter-play of the three broad sets of factors identified in the conceptual 
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framework, such as family characteristics, encounters with relatives and friends, 
interactions with different formal and informal agents of help, and societal/ 
environmental factors like welfare policy, health care system and so forth, 
influenced the families’ interpretation of homelessness. The study also found 
that while some of the factors such as help from FSCs and CDCs were enabling 
resources that improved the well-being of the families, they could also be a 
source of stress. Support resources could thus take a dual nature, as pointed out 
by researchers like Lazarus and Folkman (1984), Pearlin (1993), and Moos and 
Schafer (1993). 
 The next and final chapter of the thesis will discuss the implications of 
the findings, and suggest areas for social work practice, policy, and future 




DISCUSSION, IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSION 
Overview  
  The aims of this study were four-fold. First, to investigate how homeless 
families on the IRHS interpreted their experience of being homeless. Second, to 
explore the myriad of factors that affected the homeless experience. Third, to 
analyze the families’ stressors and resiliency in terms of their strengths and 
coping strategies in dealing with these stressors. Fourth, to identify from the 
research, possible service gaps and suggest ways by which the families might be 
better assisted. The findings were presented in great detail in the previous two 
chapters. In this concluding chapter, the researcher will discuss the salient 
implications of the findings on homelessness. This will be followed by a 
theoretical discussion on three concepts in relation to family homelessness - 
stressors, resources and coping, and how the findings from this study offer us 
another set of lens to view these concepts, and possibly expand our thinking 
about them. The chapter ends with recommendations for future social work 
practice, policy and research. 
Discussion 
Homeless Families in Singapore 
Little is known about homelessness among whole families (married 
couples with at least one child aged 18 years and below) in Singapore, and this 
was one of motivating factors for carrying out this study. It is also not known if 
the Singapore homeless experiences are similar to what has been found in 
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studies of homelessness carried out in US, UK and other European countries. 
This detailed study on contemporary family homelessness in Singapore, sheds 
light on the profile of homeless families, and the nature of this social issue that 
surfaced in 2007. In examining the experiences of whole homeless families, it 
also adds to the limited pool of studies conducted on this population group as 
most homeless studies done overseas have been predominantly on homeless 
singles who are males, and single-parent households mostly headed by females.  
 The profile of the families on the IRHS was discussed in detail in 
Chapter 4. In addition, how some of the families’ demographic characteristics 
had an impact on their views about the stressors associated with homelessness 
were explained in Chapter 5. This section focuses on what seems to be unique 
about families on the IRHS compared to what is known about the homeless 
populations found in overseas studies. While not all the findings are comparable, 
the researcher will discuss some salient findings. The comparisons will be made 
with relevant studies.  
One feature of this study is that it was not focused on a group of 
homeless population with specific conditions or characteristics usually 
associated with homelessness, like the mental illness, substance abuse, family 
violence, or incarceration, which are viewed as predisposing risk factors of 
homelessness (Nooe & Patterson, 2010.) The homeless group selected for study 
was whole families – married couples with one or more children aged 18 years 
and below and have been on the IRHS for at least three months during the time 
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of the study. The families interviewed did not report problems like family 
violence, or drug use frequently associated with homeless populations.  
Physical and mental health issues among the homeless population have 
been noted in overseas studies (Martins, 2008; Nickasch & Marnocha, 2009; 
Nooe & Patterson, 2010; Toro, 2007), although it is unclear if these were causes 
or consequences of homelessness. Some of the medical problems could be 
chronic in nature, such as high blood pressure and diabetes. This study found 
that the families on the IRHS, like other homeless populations overseas, have to 
cope with physical illnesses and mental health concerns. In almost all the 
families interviewed, there was at least one person who had one or more medical 
ailments like heart problems, cancer, slipped disc, thyroid problems, diabetes, to 
name a few. What is common between homeless families in Singapore and 
homeless population groups overseas, is that they have an additional set of 
worries, that is, concern about the medical condition(s) and limited financial 
resources being depleted by medical costs.   
The IRHS families also reported feeling highly stressed and worried. One 
of the men said that he was being treated for depression, and two men spoke 
about suicide. These mental health conditions stemmed from worries and 
anxieties about financial, housing, and other issues. The families had to cope 
with inter-related problems concomitantly. In addition, there were two families 
who had to cope with a miscarriage and the death of a child respectively. This 
study highlights that homeless families in Singapore do have mental health 
concerns, and one needs to pay attention to known issues like housing, the lack 
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of finances, as well as to unexpected life events that have an impact on the 
mental and social health of families.  
This study highlighted a critical factor related to housing and 
homelessness in Singapore – citizenship. The citizenship of families was not part 
of the exclusion criteria for the study. However, it was found that among the 
IRHS families, there were transnational families where the spouses and some 
children were not Singapore citizens and experienced difficulties getting 
citizenship. These families had a difficult time, as their non-Singaporean spouses 
could not work because of immigration and citizenship regulations, and this 
limited their incomes. In addition, as the families could not benefit from 
subsidized housing, education and health care which were tied to Singapore 
citizenship. Consequently the families’ expenses were much higher.   
The study also found that although the families on the IRHS were low-
income families, they were not on the extreme end of poverty. It has often been 
assumed that homelessness is an extreme form of poverty, and poverty is a 
factor that predisposes one to homelessness (Bassuk et al., 2001; Nooe & 
Patterson, 2010; Toro; 2007). In the case of this Singapore study, the families on 
the IRHS were employed, and were previously home-owners or had a stable 
home of origin. What is common between the Singapore families on the IRHS, 
and other homeless population groups in overseas studies, is the issue of lack of 
financial resources. This was linked to employment issues, low education and 
working in low wage jobs. This is not an unexpected finding.  
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Homeless research has noted that the homeless do share similar 
characteristics with the larger population of poor people (Toro, 2007). 
Comparing the IRHS families with low-income families in a MSF Study on the 
Experiences of lower-Income Households in Singapore (MSF, 2013b), it was 
found that nine in ten of the lower-income households in the MSF study resided 
in HDB three-room and four-room HDB flats, and had a gross monthly salary of 
SGD3,000 or less. Among these lower-income households, about five in ten 
were single-income households. These families did not lose their homes. The 
IRHS families were similar in way to these families; they had lived in a three or 
four-room flat, and one had even upgraded to an HDB five-room flat. However, 
they had lower family incomes and though vulnerable, they were able to get by 
on their own and were not welfare recipients. At the same time, the families on 
the IRHS had low incomes but were not in deep poverty like the very poor who 
live in HDB public rental flats and are long-term welfare recipients. Thus, in the 
continuum of the families in need in Singapore, it raises the question as to where 
these families (now on the IRHS) would fit in. Thus, the notion that 
“homelessness presents the poorest of the poor” (Nooe & Patterson, 2010) does 
not appear to be so clear in the Singapore context.   
This study revealed to some extent, how the families had fallen off the 
cliff, from being “normal” families with homes, to families now experiencing 
housing issues and many other stressors, and now on the IRHS. While 
inadequate finances does increase the risk of one being homeless, the findings 
were that most of them became homeless because of financial decisions and 
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family plans gone awry. For instance, there were families who had over-
extended themselves financially with loans for home renovations or other items. 
Some families sold their homes with the hope of being to live comfortably in a 
bigger home but later found that they could not afford their mortgage. These 
family factors interacted with a host of structural factors that were unfavorable 
to the families, For instance, families who had sold their homes could not afford 
to buy another home as it was too expensive or they did not meet the prevailing 
HDB regulations. As the details of how each family came to be homeless, and 
how family’s circumstances interacted with wider contextual factors had 
affected their interpretation of homelessness have already been elaborated in 
Chapters 4 and 5, they will not be repeated.  
Multi-Dimensionality of Homelessness 
 Homelessness is a complex social issue and concept. The literature 
review in Chapter 2 has highlighted that there are many dimensions to 
homelessness, and each dimension could have sub-dimensions. The researcher 
had developed a conceptual framework that synthesized the physical, time and 
psycho-social dimensions of homelessness to understand the families’ homeless 
experiences. While not all dimensions of homelessness could be captured in the 
framework, it does allow one to explore at least three related areas of this 
phenomenon. Homelessness was conceived as a journey of different housing 
transitional points, and that moving from one transitional point to another need 
not be sequential in nature. The framework also included three broad categories 
of factors - family characteristics, external context, and societal context factors, 
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which have an influence or impact on how families perceived stressors faced 
during homelessness and how they coped.  
Physical dimension and different forms of homelessness. One of the 
key findings of this study is that homelessness in Singapore is not limited to 
living in the open as reported by the media or being on the IRHS (Basu, 2010; 
Cai, 2010; Mathi, 2008; Quek, 2010; Sim, 2007). Apart from three families who 
were allocated an IRHS flat almost immediately after leaving their homes,  that 
is, officially regarded as homeless, the other six families had one or more forms 
of alternative living arrangements (Point B2, one of the housing transitional 
points of the housing  journey) after leaving their home of origin. Point B2 of the 
housing journey is not homogenous in nature, and could comprise many sub-
transitional points. 
 The different alternative living arrangements among the homeless 
families in Singapore included renting a room or an entire place in the open 
market, living in a shelter, and doubling-up with relatives and friends (paying 
rent or rent -free). The detailed explanation of these arrangements can be found 
in Chapter 4. This Singapore study has raised the point that these different forms 
of living arrangements are in fact manifestations of homelessness, and hence 
need to be recognized as homelessness.  
This set of findings also allows us to compare homelessness in Singapore 
with those found overseas. The types of invisible homelessness in Singapore are 
similar to the sub-categories of homeless living arrangements listed in ETHOS 
(FEANTAS, 2011), and are comparable to the types of accommodation that the 
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homeless have in the US and UK like living in shelters or shared housing units 
(Anucha, 2010; Averitt, 2003; Davis-Bergman, 2011; Ravenhill, 2008). It can be 
argued that when one is housed, one is not homeless. However, as shown in the 
extensive literature review in Chapter 2, the homeless who have a roof over their 
heads, such as those living in shelters or shared accommodation did not view 
these places as home. The Singapore homeless families shared the same 
sentiments, and more of this will be discussed in the section on psycho-social or 
subjective dimension of homelessness. Homelessness is more than the absence 
of a physical space.  
 The value of this conceptual framework is its heuristic value of 
uncovering the details of the “where” and “what” of the different manifestations 
of homelessness (evident by various temporary living arrangements) among the 
families. While the range of temporary living arrangements among the IRHS 
families is not exhaustive, the information does allow us to compare the forms of 
homelessness with those listed in other existing typologies on homelessness like 
ETHOS (FEANTSA, 2011), and what has been found in other studies. For 
instance, the homeless in Averitt’s study (2003) were in a shelter, while the 
homeless in Teater’s (2009) research were those who had look to look for a 
home of their own with the assistance of housing vouchers. The researcher is of 
the view that this framework is generic enough to be applied to examine the 
homeless journey of different homeless population groups and in different 
countries or cultures.  
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Time dimension. The study also revealed that the duration of 
homelessness varied among the IRHS families. The findings have raised some 
questions on how to measure the construct of homelessness, especially in 
Singapore, since the city-state does not have an official or legal definition of 
homelessness. The definition would depend on what one would regard as 
acceptable or unacceptable living standards, and the norms and culture of the 
country. One could consider the time families have been on the IRHS as a 
measure of homelessness. A second approach would be to count the time that the 
families left/lost their home of origin until they get their permanent abode. This 
would mean that one would include the period where the homeless families were 
less visible, living in various temporary places regardless if they lived by 
themselves, with families, friends, and even stranger families. It would also 
include the period spent in a shelter and on the IRHS.  
With reference to this study’s findings, if one uses the period on the 
IRHS as an official indicator of homelessness, most of the families would have 
been homeless for periods ranging from three months to about three and a half 
years, depending on the year that the families were given a rental unit under the 
IRHS (two families were on the IRHS since 2009 while the rest were on the 
IRHS in 2013). However, it would range from one year to seven years if 
computed from the time they had lost or left their home of origin (Point B1) to 
the time they were given temporary accommodation on the IRHS (Point C). On 
the other hand, if one were to compute homelessness in its “purest” form, using 
the parameters of leaving one’s home of origin (Point B1 of losing the home and 
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Point B2 of alternative living arrangements) till getting a permanent home (Point 
D), most of the families would have been homeless for longer periods. The 
period of homelessness could be seven years or even longer. The study strongly 
suggests that one needs to see beyond the official number of families on the 
IRHS.  
 The identification of different temporary places that the families had 
lived in, and the time factor, like almost immediate availability of an IRHS flat 
did affect the type(s) of stressors that the families had to cope with. Compared to 
the three families who had almost immediate access to an IRHS flat, six families 
had to cope with the additional stressor of house-hunting. It was also a period of 
uncertainty, and it could be long and often involved coping with other stressors 
like the discomfort of co-sharing a home with stranger families, and conflicts 
over rent and utilities bills.   
 Psycho-social dimension or subjective meaning of homelessness. As 
this was a qualitative study to explore what homeless families had experienced, 
the families could share openly. The study thus elicited rich data on the families’ 
subjective experiences in terms of coping with stressors by tapping on their 
intrinsic strengths and resources in the environment, and the impact of coping 
resources and exogenous factors on their experience. These were discussed 
extensively by way of eight themes in Chapter 5. 
 What was significant was that the families had to cope with many 
stressors simultaneously (like coping with housing issues, finding employment 
and children’s education), some stressors could be chronic in nature (such as 
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financial woes, and physical illness), some stressors were the consequences of 
other stressors (for instance, the loss of autonomy and control were due to co-
sharing of premises, and this was also because of the nature of IRHS), and the 
stress also resulted from the families’ help-seeking efforts (like approaching 
their kin for financial help or temporary accommodation) and frustrations with 
structural issues like housing policies and the lack of affordable housing which 
they had no control over.  The families on the IRHS were like homeless single 
parents who worried and had to cope with issues related to finding a home, child 
care, employment and the inconveniences of shared accommodation (Averitt, 
2003; Banyard & Graham-Bermann, 1998; Tischler, 2009; Tischler et al., 2007).  
 The study has also highlighted that to have a fuller picture of the 
families’ subjective experiences, one needs to view homelessness beyond the 
accommodation of where the homeless population might be living in at the point 
of time of a study.  One needs to consider the impact of other forms of 
temporary arrangements, their duration, and what it must have been for the 
families. This study with a temporal dimension as well as systemic elements 
(family characteristics, external resources and wider contextual factors) 
embedded in the physical housing transitional points, has managed to gather this 
information. For example, Family F alternated living with Mr. F’s brother (for 
three to four months at a time, a cousin’s place (for about a week at a time) and a 
friend’s home for a few days as the family could not live longer at each place in 




 In the cases of Families D and E, they had to move out from their 
immediate kin/relative’s homes over issues of rent who felt that they would have 
obtained a higher rent if the room was rented to someone else. This was despite 
an agreement about the amount of rent, and that the families were in need of a 
place to stay. The study also elicited information that HDB homes had been 
monetized and valued over kinship ties. These findings highlight the 
peculiarities of the housing conditions in Singapore and their impact on the 
circumstances of homeless families. There was a lack of affordable housing 
options from the open market, suggesting that structural factors had a part to 
play in the families’ predicament. If there were viable options from the open 
market, they need not be homeless. In a way, this study is more comprehensive 
compared to the studies conducted by Anucha (2010), Averitt (2003) and Teater 
(2009), which focused on the homeless population’s feelings and circumstances 
living at one particular place and point of in time in their lives.  
  Another key finding on the homeless experiences of families in 
Singapore was that although one had accommodation on the IRHS or other 
forms of shared living arrangements, the families did not see the physical places 
they had lived in as “home.” In some sense, the feelings of the Singapore 
homeless families were similar to those of the homeless single males and single-
parent families who lived in shelters in the US and UK (Anucha, 2010;  
Lewinson, 2010; Schindler & Coley, 2007; Tischler et al., 2007). As discussed 
extensively in Chapter 5, one did not have legal ownership of the property, and 
had to cope with the loss of complete autonomy, privacy, control, and 
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discomfort of living in temporary places. In addition, co-living with one’s kin 
and stranger families could be difficult, and there could be conflicts. The 
sentiments of the Singapore homeless families, like the 12 single men in 
Anucha’s study (2010) who lived in a shared housing unit, was “housed but 
homeless.” There was the absence of a sense of belonging or the lack of “sense 
of home” (Easthope, 2004)  and this could because the families desired to own 
their own home like  most Singaporeans.   
  Despite the heterogeneity of the homeless populations in different 
countries, it would appear that where one lived, and how one lived in relation to 
others, played a significant role in the interpretation or meaning of 
homelessness. At the same time, the type and level of stress of being homeless in 
Singapore could be different from the homeless in the US and the UK, as there is 
a strong culture of home-ownership in Singapore. All the families desired a 
permanent home that they owned, and the social workers similarly shared that 
the families on the IRHS saw the IRHS as a stepping stone to their final goal of 
home-ownership. As pointed out in Chapters 1 and 2, the Singapore government 
has been promoting home-ownership since the 1960s, and has achieved an 
overall home ownership rate of 90.5% (DOS, 2014). It is a norm to be a 
homeowner, unless one was really extremely poor and thus eligible for HDB 
public rental flats. The context of housing conditions in Singapore, and the HDB 
regulations, could make the families feel more distressed. The study showed that 
the transnational families in Singapore had to cope with more structural issues 
relating to home ownership, as housing was tied to citizenship.  
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 While the families were highly stressed, anxious and uncomfortable, they 
were rational, adaptable, and pragmatic. The families adopted different coping 
strategies which included remaining hopeful, taking practical steps such as 
budgeting, tapping on social support resources such as their immediate family 
members, friends, and formal agents of help. There was constant appraisal and 
re-appraisal involved in coping with the various housing and non-housing 
stressors. For instance, the families on the IRHS had to consider when and how 
much help to get from their kin, and when this should cease. 
  If they had already exhausted their own personal resources, and could 
not get help from their immediate family members and friends, they considered 
seeking help from formal agents like the FSC or the MP. These coping strategies 
have also been found among the homeless in overseas studies (Averitt, 2003; 
Lee et al., 2010; Reitzes et al., 2011; Tischler, 2009; Tischler & Vostanis, 2007). 
However, the welfare system and social service delivery system in Singapore is 
different from the US, UK and the Nordic States. This had an impact on the 
families’ homeless experience, and will be discussed on the section on policy 
recommendations.    
Stress/Stressors, Resources and Coping  
 The concepts of stress/stressors, resources and coping synthesized in the 
conceptual model, were drawn from the theoretical models by Hill (1958, 1971 
as cited in Boss, 2002, p. 46), Boss (2002), and Lazarus and Folkman (1984).  




 Factors/Stressors - multiple and intertwined in nature.  To explore 
the myriad of factors affecting homelessness, the factors were classified into 
three broad categories in the conceptual framework - family characteristics, 
external resources and societal contextual factors (or structural factors). This is 
also in keeping with the case study approach, which seeks to understand a social 
phenomenon in the context(s) in which it occurs. The intertwined factors, which 
were resources in the category of family characteristics did pose as limitations or 
stressors to the families and these included limited and low household incomes, 
financial debts, ill-health and medical costs, cost of children’s education, 
employment issues, citizenship matters of foreign wives and children, and so on. 
The factors located in the external context were the lack of or limited support 
from kin, mixed experiences with seeking help from formal agents of help, and 
the time-limited nature of welfare assistance, and so forth. The wider or societal 
factors which were stress points, encompassed HDB eligibility criteria on 
renting and buying flats, the shortage of HDB rental units, immigration and 
citizenship policies, and so on.      
 The families drew on their internal strengths and resources first to cope 
with the multiple stressors. The families’ coping strategies were relying on their 
savings, confiding in each other, providing emotional support to each other, 
explaining to their children their predicament, being careful with their expenses, 
working longer hours, framing this period of difficulty as temporary, having 
hope that their circumstances would improve, and seeking help. Though 
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distressed, the homeless families were resilient; they were self-reliant, 
determined, patient, pragmatic and adaptable.  
 While losing one’s home could be due to family decisions made, 
resources within the family were insufficient to cope with this issue as well as all 
the related problems faced like rent arrears, schooling expenses for children, and 
so on. The families also had to navigate different housing, social welfare, and 
even citizenship schemes and policies. The families had to seek help from their 
immediate network of kin and friends, and different formal agents of help such 
as the FSC, CDC and MP. In seeking help, the families had to transit from being 
independent to being dependent. This required them to come to terms with the 
need to seek help and some of them had rationalized this in terms of “no choice” 
and “why not” although they had also expressed feeling “shy,” “embarrassed,” 
and “weird” about seeking and accepting help from others. This is both an 
instrumental as well as psychological transition. The families did not express 
that this was a difficulty for them and took a rational approach to seeking help. 
While it did mean coping with the loss of face to some extent in the process, it 
was a practical step that alleviated some of their problems and worries.  
 While external resources from friends, kin and formal agencies were 
available to provide help, there were mixed experiences in seeking help from 
them. For instance, families appreciated the financial assistance given by FSCs 
but were dissatisfied with the means-testing process, or disappointed that the 
quantum of assistance was less than expected and or even reduced.  In addition, it 
was found that societal factors such as social institutions and policies intended to 
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help the needy could be sources of stress. For instance, welfare policy where 
formal assistance is seen as a last resort, or the IRHS is for those who have 
exhausted all efforts to find a home on their own first, or housing conditions like 
the shortage of affordable housing or HDB regulations, contributed to the 
difficulty of exiting homelessness.   
 Last, in terms of the factors/ stressors faced, it was not just about the 
types and number but also their enduring nature. Some factors/stressors could be 
said to be chronic and had existed when the families were still at their home of 
origin, and continued through the different transitional points. For instance, 
financial difficulties led to some families having to sell their homes. However, 
even after the sale of their homes, the financial problems persisted, with the 
families having to seek help from formal agencies like the MPs, FSCs, the 
CDCs, schools, and so on. The significant factors/sub-factors affecting the 
families’ homeless experiences synthesized from the findings, in particular the 
eight themes discussed in Chapter 5, are indicated in Table 7. These factors/sub-
factors highlight both the families’ strengths and vulnerabilities.  A more 










Significant Factors and Sub-factors Influencing Homelessness 
Family Characteristics External Resources Societal Context Factors 
 
 Parents’ attributes- age, 
citizenship, low 




breadwinner, lack of 
savings, and ill-health.  
 Parents mental health – 
stressed, depressed and 
suicidal thoughts.  
 Parents’ strengths- 
strong work ethic, accept   
status change, 
pragmatic, adaptable, 
and having hope.  
 Coping strategies -work 
longer hours, careful 
budgeting, minimizing 
leisure activities, hope, 
religious/spiritual 
beliefs, placing 
children’s needs as a 
priority, and seeking 
help. 
 Children’s attributes –
age, number and 
citizenship.   
 Transnational families - 
ineligible for work, 
subsidized education,  
health care and so on. 
 Significant life events –
death of a child  
 




 Friends -  providing 
financial help, 
temporary 
accommodation,  and 
emotional support 
 Formal agents of help 
(FSCs/social workers, 
MPs, HDB, CDCs, 
SHGs, hospitals, 
schools, and other 
social service agencies) 
with a slew of programs 
and services e.g. IRHS, 
information and referral 
services, financial 
assistance, food rations, 
vouchers, school-pocket 
money for children, 
programs for children, 
programs for adults, 
emotional support and 
so on. 
 Social welfare policy   
 Public housing policy 
 Housing conditions –
availability of 
affordable housing 
 Education policy – 
children’s education 
 Health policy 








 Dual nature of social support resources - both as coping resources 
and sources of stress. Social support resources are often viewed as beneficial 
and this is indeed the case. This study however, points out the dual nature and 
co-existence of positive and negative sides of social support resources that are 
intended to help families. The findings support what Lazarus and Folkman 
(1984) and Pearlin (1993) have pointed out that social support resources might 
not always turn out to be helpful. One significant finding of this study pertains to 
kinship ties and support that one would naturally assume to be positive and 
beneficial to the IRHS families but this need not be so. For example, Mr. A had 
borrowed money from his relatives to cope with their financial difficulties. They 
did help him but as they had also gossiped about him, he felt hurt and decided 
not to turn to them anymore. Mr. H and Mr. I shared that they could not 
approach their kin as they too were facing difficulties in life or lacked the means 
to help them. For families who had approached their kin, some had to cope with 
some of the unintended consequences of rejection, and feelings of hurt and anger 
while coping with existing stressors like financial woes and chronic medical 
conditions.  In the cases cited above, it was not only the availability of kin 
networks that mattered but whether one was able to tap on them that would 
make a difference in coping. The response of kin was something that the 
homeless families did not have control over. 
 The families also viewed formal support resources as being both positive 
and negative, which need not be inconsistent. For instance, the families were 
appreciative of the financial assistance given to them by different formal agents 
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of help like the FSC or the MP. At the same time, some families felt the amount 
of financial aid given could be more. For example, financial assistance while 
available, involved means-testing, and the process could be frustrating from the 
point of view of the families. Mr. C spoke about his frustration with the social 
worker who had asked for a lot of information but the financial aid given was 
minimal. Mr. B was disappointed and annoyed that the FSC had ceased 
providing school-pocket assistance for his children.  
 Given the dual nature of coping/support resources, the families had to 
appraise and re-appraise what they could tap on, weigh their pros and cons, as 
well as their consequences. The families had to make adjustments after re-
appraising the outcomes of their actions, making new choices when their 
previous actions and the resources did not help them, and instead added to their 
frustrations or anxieties. For instance, the case of Mr. A who had to decide if he 
should have declared to the CDC that his daughter was now working but whose 
salary was not very high, and who did not contribute financially to the family as 
she had to support herself. This could mean that the amount of financial aid 
could be reduced, and it fact, it was. He then had appeal to the agency on this. 
  Intricate web of relationships among factors/stressors. Families can 
face various stressors and the clustering of stressor events has been referred to as 
“stress pileup” (Boss, 2002). This study found that there were indeed numerous 
stressors and it was not about adding the number of stressors, which does not 
reflect the complexity of the relationship among the stressors. There was indeed 
an intricate web of relationships among the three clusters of factors and the sub-
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factors within each cluster. While it appears to be theoretically neat to classify 
the factors or stressors into three broad categories, the nature and impact of the 
factors permeate or cut across the three categories. For instance, children’s 
education, a concern raised by the families. There are different aspects about 
children’s education, like parents’ anxiety to  register their children for school 
(family characteristics), the availability of financial assistance like school-pocket 
money or bursaries given by formal agents of help, and subsidized education 
(external factors) which is also contingent on being a Singapore Citizen (societal 
contextual factors).     
  In addition, some factors/stressors had led to or contributed to the 
families being homeless (for instance, debts), and some of them were the 
consequences of other stressors. For instance, losing one’s home led to the stress 
of families looking for alternative and affordable housing. This often meant 
renting a place with other tenants, and the need to cope with consequential stress 
associated with co-sharing like noisy co-tenants, cleanliness, payment of utilities 
and so on, which added to the pile of stressors faced by the families. The 
families had to cope with a multitude of challenges concomitantly.    
 In social work practice, because of the professional training received, 
social workers often, or intuitively focus on the relationship between the broad 
cluster of factors, like a family, and their resources in the external context. This 
study has reiterated the point that one needs to pay attention to the interaction of 
the factors and sub-factors within each cluster, that is, the intra-environmental 
factors, and across other factors in the immediate environment-to-wider 
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environment relationship. Thus while factors/stressors within each cluster can be 
discrete in terms of terminology and nature, they are inter-related, and can 
complement or even contradict each other. The study reiterated the need to give 
credence to the relationships between and within the clusters of factors/stressors.   
 In the analysis of the interactional effects between family characteristics, 
external resources, and wider structural factors, the findings were that societal or 
structural factors in Singapore did play a significant role in “involuntary” 
homelessness among the families. This is especially since majority of 
Singaporeans are dependent on public housing provided by the government. 
Factors such as the shortage of affordable homes in the open market, HDB rules, 
the lack of HDB rental flats (especially during Point B) and a fairly long waiting 
time for additional HDB rental flats to be built (between Point C being on the 
IRHS and Point D of getting a new home) played a major part in the families’ 
homeless experience. These factors would need to be considered when 
explaining and defining homelessness in the Singapore context. These sub-
factors, some of which became stressors, often had inter-dependent 
relationships.  
By examining the context(s) of homelessness, the study highlighted that 
that the different sub-factors or elements within each broad category of factors  
not only influenced each other, but also interacted with sub-factors in the other 
two broad groups of factors. An example of the interaction between sub-factors 
within the category of societal context factors would be how public housing 
policy was related to citizenship policy (applicants must be Singapore citizens to 
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apply for public housing, and being a requirement, a non-Singaporean spouse 
cannot be an applicant),  how citizenship policy was linked  to education policy 
(like children who are not Singapore citizens are able to be enrolled in school 
but are not eligible for subsidized education and hence have to pay higher school 
fees), and that education policy was tied to housing policy (like the proximity of 
the home to school during school registration).   
 To illustrate the connections between the sub-factors across the three 
categories would be limited or low family household income in the domain of 
family characteristics. Having a low income was due to the fact that the families 
had one breadwinner who was employed in low wage jobs, and in turn can be 
attributed to inadequate education or lack of skills, and also because citizenship 
rules prohibited the foreign spouses in transnational families from working. To 
cope with family expenses, the families turned to support resources that 
encompassed kin and friends, and also from formal agents such as FSCs, 
schools, the MPs and so forth. Indeed, there is dynamic interaction within and 
between these three clusters of factors and their sub-factors.  
 Based on the findings of this study, the researcher has identified ten 
salient factors/sub-factors that are intertwined within each category and across 
the three broad categories that influenced homelessness among IRHS families in 
Singapore. The ten factors/sub-factors are: housing, finances, employment, 
physical health, mental health, children’s education, citizenship and immigration 
issues, family/kin, friends, and formal agents of help. Figure 2 illustrates the 
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connectivity of these sub-factors within and across the three broad categories of 









Figure 2. Salient Stressors/Factors Among Family Characteristics, External Resources and 
Societal Context Factors Affecting Homelessness 
 
 Based on the findings of this study, the researcher has refined the earlier 
conceptual framework to depict the multi-dimensionality of homelessness, the 
complex web of relationship(s) among the stress factors that influenced the 
entirety of the families’ homeless experience, and the combination of coping 
strategies used by the families during the homeless journey. It is presented in 
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 Note: Salient stressors/factors affecting homeless experiences are in blue boxes   
    
Figure 3.  Homeless Experience and Coping Strategies: A Complex Web of Relationships 
Among Stressors, Family Characteristics, External Resources and Societal Context Factors  
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the web. As explained, the ten salient factors which affected the families’ 
psycho-social experiences are housing, finances, employment, physical health, 
mental health, children’s education, citizenship and immigration issues, 
family/kin, friends, and formal agents of help. A spider-web has been used to 
illustrate their links between the factors and how complex the relationship is, as 
force-fitting the factors/stressors into any one of the three broad categories does 
not show the intricate relationship between them. The threads of the web which 
are all linked to each other depict the connectivity of one factor with other 
factors.   
 Nooe and Patterson (2010) had developed a general ecological  model 
that identifies a list of biopsychosocial risks factors associated with 
homelessness, the time dimension (first-time, episodic and chronic) and living 
arrangements of the homeless (street dwelling, shared dwelling, emergency  
shelter, transitional shelter permanent supportive housing and permanent 
housing). Compared to Nooe and Patterson’s (2010) general ecological model, 
Figure 3 is specific to homelessness among IRHS families, and is more 
comprehensive as it includes the eight themes explaining the psycho-social 
dimension of homelessness. The following paragraphs explain how each 
factor/stressor influenced the families’ interpretation of homelessness. 
 Housing. The families were previous home-owners or had a stable home 
of origin. The families who had an HDB flat were like other Singaporean 
households who had benefitted from government’s subsidized housing, and were 
not classified as welfare recipients or poor to be placed on the HDB Public 
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Rental Scheme. The narratives of the families on the IRHS highlighted that there 
could be serious consequences in selling one’s flat and one could end up being 
worse off than those who had HDB rental flats (and lived there for quite some 
time). The negative experiences of being homeless left them with a strong desire 
to have a home, especially for the sake of their children’s well-being and future. 
There were multiple losses, more than the loss of an abode. There was the loss of 
complete autonomy, control and comfort.  Home-ownership was seen as a 
solution to their problems, and a gift or legacy to be passed on to their children.  
 The loss or leaving of the home of origin for most families was related to 
their socio-economic status, and family plans which were rationally thought of 
but somehow, had gone awry. As explained in Chapters 4 and 5, some of the 
families with already limited incomes had over-extended their finances with 
hire-purchase items, or renovations to the home. They had not anticipated that 
they would face financial problems; it appeared that they had assumed that 
family finances would be in a steady state or improve over time. For the 
transnational families, they had hoped for a better life, especially for their 
children by returning to Singapore but found that they could not purchase or rent 
an HDB flat due to housing regulations. Renting from the open-market depleted 
their savings. For other families who had decided to upgrade to a bigger flat and 
had sold their homes, or had hoped to rent a place in the interim, had not 
anticipated that they would not be able to get another HDB flat.  
 The alternative housing options in Singapore were unfavorable to the 
homeless families, for instance, market rental rates were high, there was a queue 
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and long waiting time for new HDB flats to be built, there was a shortage of 
HDB rental flats, and HDB policies that prohibited previous home-owners to 
rent an HDB flat immediately (debarment period of 30 months), and so forth.  
The lack of affordable rental housing was also noted in overseas research (Nooe 
& Patterson, 2010; Toro, 2010) to be a major risk factor of homelessness among 
the homeless populations.  
 Finances and employment. The demographic characteristics of the 
families such as having inadequate or low education were related to being 
employed in low wage jobs. Their household incomes were also limited as there 
was only one breadwinner due to reasons such as illness and not being able to 
work, child care concerns, or immigration and citizenship rules where the 
foreign spouses were prohibited to work and could not contribute to the 
household income. Some of the families had also over-extended themselves 
financially. The pathway to homelessness for families on the IRHS was due to a 
confluence of agency and structural factors.  
 As pointed out in the preceding discussion, the families were not those in 
extreme poverty, but nevertheless had insufficient financial resources to obtain 
alternative long-term accommodation. Unlike homeless persons in the US or UK 
who were unable to find employment as they were homeless (Nooe & Patterson, 
2010), the Singapore families were employed although their salaries were low. 
Nevertheless, having low incomes does increase one’s vulnerability to being 
homeless, like that found among homeless persons overseas (Banyard & 
Graham-Bermann, 1998; Cohen, 2001; Fertig & Reingold, 2008). 
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 Physical and mental health. This study found that the families had to 
cope with medical conditions and medical cost. For instance, the family research 
participants shared about having heart conditions, diabetes, cancer, stomach 
ulcer, slipped disc, recovering from a stroke, and so on. This meant that some of 
them could not continue to work, which also lead to, or meant low household 
incomes and additional worries. Rogers (2008, as cited in Nooe & Patterson, 
2010, p. 118) found that “health problems in themselves create stress and 
anxiety.” In the case of the Singapore families, they had medical insurance and 
also received financial assistance from the hospitals, which did to some extent, 
alleviate the medical costs and anxieties.  
 The study had found that the families were troubled by their inability to 
purchase or rent an HDB flat, and also non-housing problems. Their mental and 
social health were affected; they were anxious about their finances and daily 
needs, their children’s education, and some also had to cope with difficult co-
tenants. Some of the men had shared about feeling very stressed, depressed and 
had suicide ideation. The families also expressed that co-living with stranger 
families was difficult, and there was concern about their children being left 
unsupervised at home. Nevertheless, the families tried to make the best of their 
circumstances and adopted different coping strategies like having hope, speaking 
up, reframing their situations, seeking help, and so on.   
 Children’s education. The IRHS families were deeply concerned about 
their children’s well-being, especially their schooling needs. This is similar to 
the overseas findings of single parents with children who worried about their 
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children’s cognitive development (Anooshian, 2003; Mustafa, 2004). The 
children who were in the shelters with their parents could not stay long there and 
the constant moving affected their school attendance. The children also had to 
change schools depending on the location of the shelters they lived at. In the 
Singapore experience, because of the relatively small size of our city-state 
compared to the US or UK, the children remained at the original schools. Even 
for Family E who lived in Malaysia for a short period, their children did not 
switch schools although they had to spend more time travelling.  
 Families who had yet to enroll their younger children in school expressed 
concerns about how they could register their children for school as they did not 
have a permanent home address. In addition, as mentioned, priority in school 
registration was linked to the proximity of the home to school. But the families 
did not know when they would move to their own home or if they had to move 
out of the IRHS flats as these are slated for demolition. There were also worries 
about schooling expenses and the families were assisted by the schools and 
FSCs, such as school vouchers and school-pocket money fund. However, the 
transnational families had more worries as the cost of education was high as 
their children did not qualify for subsidized education and welfare assistance that 
Singaporean children could receive. These situations could be unique to 
Singapore due to the way policies are designed.    
  Citizenship and immigration issues. As explained in the earlier and 
preceding paragraphs, transnational families had to cope with more stressors that 
were linked to their citizenship. For example, HDB policies require applicants 
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for public housing to be Singapore citizens. In addition, non-citizen spouses and 
children could not benefit from subsidized health care. For example, Family I 
which already had limited income in coping with rent, food, schooling of their 
son, also had to cope with the stress of costly medical bills. Citizenship policy 
was also linked to education, as non-Singaporean children were not eligible for 
subsidized education although they could be enrolled in schools. However, they 
had to pay higher school fees. Citizenship also had implications on one’s 
eligibility for subsidized medical care. These wider contextual factors thus have 
micro-level implications on the well-being of individuals in transnational 
families. Thus, one could not just solve an issue without addressing other issues. 
 Family/kin, friends and formal agents of help. These three factors/sub-
factors are discussed together as these are support resources that homeless 
families turn to. Yet as pointed out, these support resources can be stressful for 
families even though they did receive help. There seemed to be a pattern among 
the families about who they would seek help from first. This can be attributed to 
the Singapore culture where it is the norm to be self-reliant before turning to kin. 
Turning to one’s own kin is not considered unusual in an Asian country like 
Singapore, where the family is espoused as the first line of support. Seeking 
formal assistance is to be the last resort. The Singapore social welfare system is 
also different from that in the European states, as there is a partnership between 
government and agencies in the delivery of social services to those in need. This 
will be discussed in detail in the section on policy implications.   
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 The researcher had proposed that factors/sub-factors affecting 
homelessness be classified into three categories – family characteristics, external 
resources and societal context.  The study had identified the salient factors/sub-
factors influencing homelessness. There were family factors/sub-factors like low 
income, which either predisposed them to the risk of homelessness or caused 
them to be homeless. In addition, there were factors/sub-factors in the families’ 
more immediate external context like friends and kin, and those located in the 
wider societal context such as welfare policy that were social support resources 
that were beneficial, and yet posed as additional stressors that the families had to 
cope with.  
 Each of the factors/sub-factors had an intricate relationship with each 
other and an effect on each other. The interactional nature (within and across the 
three broad categories) embedded in each factor are listed in Figure 3. This 
framework can be used as generic model to understand and explain the time and 
physical dimensions of homelessness. In addition, by examining where and how 
long the families lived over the transitional points, and the context(s) and 
circumstances in which they lived in, the framework can also be used to 
understand family stress management during homelessness, especially in 
Singapore. 
 Coping, resources, and seeking a balance between personal resources 
and seeking help. The major stressor event of losing or leaving their home of 
origin involved the families looking at resources within and outside the family to 
cope with the demands of this problem as well as other difficulties. It was found 
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that the families had utilized resources within themselves. It was found that the 
set of resources that the families had and utilized included decision-making, 
planning, communication between the spouses, the spouses providing each other 
with emotional support, having hope, holding to the belief that this period was a 
temporary phase or set-back in life, dipping into their limited savings, careful 
budgeting, and cutting down on certain expenses. There were families who sold 
their homes to enhance their financial resources in order to cope with debts and 
housing arrears but this coping strategy also created a situation of being 
homeless as they were not able to get another home of their own.    
 Although the families were weighed down by problems and were highly 
stressed, even to the point where a few men spoke of depression and thoughts of 
suicide, they were optimistic and were pragmatic in finding solutions. The 
families’ statements also revealed their sense of pride in being self-reliant, 
having a strong work ethic, and taking responsibility for their futures. After all, 
they had always been independent and able to make ends meet with what they 
had. They took a pragmatic approach to their problems and what had to be done. 
The attributes of patience and adaptability were also evident from the narratives 
of the families and social workers. The families had been self-sufficient in the 
past and this was something they took pride in sharing. These findings reveal not 
only the families’ resources but also speak of their resiliency in coping with 
complex and numerous stressors.   
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 Social support is viewed as a critical coping resource, and in this study, it 
played a role in moderating between the various stressors and levels of stress 
perceived and felt by families on the IRHS. A significant finding was that 
coping with and exiting homelessness, with all its other inter-connected 
problems, required more resources that were available within the families. Due 
to family decisions and life circumstances, they experienced a change in their 
status. They were now families in need and recipients of help. The families had 
to rationalize about seeking help and tapping on various resource points outside 
the family to change their circumstances, and they did this as a last resort. Thus 
the families also coped with homelessness with support from kin and friends, 
and many different formal agents of help, like the FSCs, the MPs, the HDB, the 
CDCs, schools, and so forth.  
 Indeed, the families did receive much assistance from formal agents of 
help. These results are similar to what has been noted in overseas studies 
(Averitt, 2003; Cook-Craig & Koehly, 2011; Haber & Toro, 2004; Olsson & 
Nordfeldt, 2008; Ravenhill, 2008; Schindler & Cooley, 2007; Teater, 2009) 
among homeless singles and single-parent families, where support from formal 
social and housing agencies helped them through their difficult times. For 
instance, being in a shelter meant that they had access to amenities to meet not 
only basic needs like water, food, the bathrooms, but also safety and emotional 
needs like support and advice from social worker, and even care arrangements 
for their children, and so on.  
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 At the macro-level, there were aspects of welfare and housing policies 
that were beneficial to the families on the IRHS, which allowed them to receive 
assistance. In fact, all the families received various types of assistance like 
housing via the IRHS, different forms of financial aid, food rations, emotional 
support and so forth. The families’ situations and the extent of help available 
affected their perception of what was truly needed to deal with all the 
challenges. The families were aware that assistance was temporary or a stop-gap 
measure as they were expected to get back on their feet as soon as possible. The 
quantum of financial assistance would cease or be reduced once the agencies 
assessed that the families were able to manage on their own, or because the 
assistance was intended to be short-term in nature and with conditions attached.  
There seemed to be a mismatch between the families’ expectations of help and 
the amount of help that was perceived to be adequate by the formal agents of 
help. Thus while families appreciated the material, emotional and information 
support given, they were times when they felt frustrated and hurt. These findings 
highlighted that coping resources needed  to be available, accessible, and useful 
at the right time for the families in need. 
 This study was not set out to classify the IRHS families’ coping 
strategies per se, if one particular coping method was used to address emotional 
issues or a particular problem, or if coping strategies were proactive or reactive 
in nature. In fact, Lazarus and Folkman (1984) have advised about comparing 
and grouping coping strategies. Generally, the findings showed that the families 
on the IRHS used a spectrum of coping strategies, and these were proactive and 
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reactive in nature. The strategies included cognitive (like rationalizing the 
acceptance of help and positive thinking), emotional (such as talking about their 
concerns, and coming to terms with life events), and behavioral (for instance, 
working hard, being financially prudent, and seeking help from formal agencies) 
ones. The families were also hopeful about getting a new home. Families who 
had to cope with the unexpected death of a child and miscarriage turned to 
religious coping to make sense of these painful life events and to come to terms 
with them.  
 It was also found that in the use of a combination of strategies, one 
strategy could address practical as well as emotional needs, for example, 
financial aid allowed the families to meet their daily needs like food and 
transport (physical needs), and it also allayed their worries (emotional well-
being). Inherent in the coping process was constant appraisals and re-appraisals 
to address the various stressors and the actions they had taken or had to take. For 
instance, the transnational families had to think about housing matters, but to do 
that they first had to consider how to resolve their citizenship issues, which in 
turn required a sum of money that they would have to figure out how to raise, 
and so forth. The families were indeed resilient in coping with multiple issues on 
their own first, and had assessed and re-appraised on the need to seek external 
help. There are of course, repercussions of not seeking external help earlier as 




 What is interesting in this study is that it highlighted a pattern or 
hierarchy of coping among the homeless families. They would first try to rely on 
their own efforts and resources first. They attempted to make the best choices 
within the constraints they faced, such as being careful with their limited budget, 
creatively working out doubling-up arrangements (like Families D and F), and 
weighing the costs and benefits of approaching formal agents of help, and 
assessing if the amount of financial aid given was sufficient. While their coping 
efforts might not have always yielded outcomes deemed as successful, they did 
reveal that the families were active decision makers and also resource managers 
in a way. This is similar to what has been noted by Lee et al. (2010). 
 Turning to formal agents of help was the last resort for the families. This 
can be attributed to the Singapore culture, where families are expected to be self-
reliant and help themselves first. Seeking help from the authorities is a last 
resort. This is different from the European states which have a social welfare 
system to assist the needy and prevent people from ending up being literally 
homeless (Olsson & Nordfeldt, 2008; Toro, 2007).   
 The Singapore welfare model does have unintended repercussions on the 
family’s well-being, and this point will be elaborated in the sections on 
implications for social work practice and policy. This study reiterates the point 
that context is important in the interpretation of the stressors and how one copes. 
This study has affirmed that elements or factors in the wider environment where 
families on the IRHS are located, such as the political and legal systems, history 
and culture of home-ownership, tenets of the social welfare system, immigration 
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and citizenship matters, influence the families’ interpretation and coping of 
stressors. 
Implications for Social Work Practice 
  Coping with the various stressors at different transitional points of the  
homeless journey can be likened to a puzzle or maze. The families rehoused on 
the IRHS had to fit the different pieces (such as their own abilities, support from 
their kin and friends, tapping on different external resources and policies and so 
on) together to find their way out of all their problems. Social workers are an 
integral part of this puzzle, as one of the defining features of social work is to 
help the vulnerable in society, like homeless families who have been given 
temporary housing via the IRHS.  
   The study showed that the families on the IRHS do meet the criteria for 
welfare and housing assistance but some of these families did not receive help 
until much later. This was because the families valued self-reliance and wanted 
to find ways to cope themselves, and they also indicated feeling “shy” and 
“embarrassed” about seeking formal assistance. While Singapore does not have 
an official poverty line (nor will this be considered in the near future), families 
with a household income of SGD1,900 and below (the income threshold was 
SGD1,700 prior to 2013) are eligible to apply for financial aid and other types of 
assistance. The former Minister for MSF, Chan Chun Sing had explained, “A 
single poverty line may not be helpful” as those who are outside the poverty line 
could be excluded from help, and poor families do face ill-health, housing and 
family relationship issues (Basu, 2013; Chan, 2013). These descriptors of poor 
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families resonate with this study’s findings on the characteristics of families on 
the IRHS, most of whom had a monthly household income of SGD2,000 or less.  
 The families on the IRHS had financial difficulties for some time, prior 
to being on the Scheme. Some continued to have financial troubles even while 
on the IRHS. Some families were still repaying loans from the bank or from 
their friends. Some also had arrears for their IRHS flats. The families spoke 
about their savings being depleted, and were just living day-to- day. These 
findings suggest that they did not have adequate financial resources as a buffer 
against emergencies. It was also hard to save for the future. This has longer-term 
implications as the families need to have sufficient financial outlay for their new 
homes as well as to meet other needs. Being low income in the first instance 
predisposes the families with issues of meeting their financial obligations like 
housing loans, and daily expenses. Their situations could be made worse by 
credit liabilities, which in turn make them more at risk of losing their homes.  
 While social workers have been assisting the homeless families like other 
low-income clients on issues like budgeting, social workers do not have the 
expertise to provide advice and in-depth coaching on financial management 
matters like debt-management. It is suggested that the FSCs collaborate with 
Credit Counselling Singapore (CCS), a registered non-profit organization to 
provide one-to-one financial advice and assistance to the homeless families and 
to other clients with debt issues on managing all their financial demands with 
their limited incomes, like how to service existing debts, budget for their current 
needs, and save for their future. The families could meet the credit counsellors 
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together with the social workers. It is hoped that the families would be better 
equipped with knowledge to manage their finances, to be free from debt soon, 
and to be financially stable in the long-run.    
 The issue of financial stability could be addressed by helping the 
families, that is, the spouses who were homemakers to consider employment – 
perhaps on a part-time basis. However, given the medical conditions of some of 
the family members, the suitability of work would have to be looked into.  In 
addition, the families had concerns about care arrangements for their children, 
especially the younger children. There is a trade-off for the families - the costs of 
alternative care arrangements (child care or student care services, and ancillary 
expenses like transport) could be more than their salaries. Transnational families 
have additional concerns about working and child care arrangements, and these 
are discussed in the section on policy implications. Co-sharing arrangements on 
the IRHS could also be a strong reason why the homemakers decided to stay 
home, so that their children would not be left alone with stranger co-tenant 
families.    
 At the clinical social work level, the study also highlighted the need to 
pay attention to the emotional and mental health needs of the families. Eleven of 
the family research participants had cried or teared during the interviews when 
they shared about the entirety of all their life events. In addition, two men 
expressed suicidal thoughts, and one was being treated for depression. The small 
number of persons who expressed suicidal thoughts and depression should not 
negate the significance of these issues as other family members could be 
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affected by them. Two families also had to cope with a miscarriage and the 
suicide of a child respectively during the period of homelessness. While these 
incidents were not caused directly by the loss of the home per se, they suggest 
strongly the need for social workers to find out more from the families on past 
significant life events, as family members may have unresolved issues which can 
affect their well-being and ability to cope.  
 The families on the IRHS were undoubtedly stressed, and possibly at 
their wits end by the time they approached or were referred to the FSCs and 
other agencies for assistance. It was also possible that the families were facing 
“burn-out” coping with multiple stressors on their own and exhausting their 
resources. Social workers cannot assume that families on the IRHS who appear 
rational and determined to work through issues are doing well emotionally.  
As social workers might inadvertently focus on providing concrete 
assistance which are important and meet immediate needs, it is recommended 
that social workers include screening for distress, anxiety, suicide and 
depression as part of the overall assessment of the needs and risks faced by 
families on the IRHS. This should be done at the initial stages of the helping 
process so that suicide, depression and other mental health concerns are detected 
early. However, social workers in Singapore are not trained to administer such 
assessment scales and tools. This is an area that the social work profession and 
social work education institutions could look into so that social workers on the 
ground are able to conduct mental-health assessments. The clients also need not 
be referred to yet another formal agent of help for assessment. In-depth training 
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on assisting clients with mental-health issues would be another area to look into, 
beyond the administration of assessment tools. In the interim, social workers 
could procure services from clinical psychologists. At the same time, social 
workers should continue to adopt a inter-disciplinary and multi-agency approach 
as homeless families have complex needs.          
Another significant finding of the study on the well-being of the families 
and their attempts to resolve difficulties, is the importance of affirming the 
families’ strengths and resiliency. The families had internal protective factors 
which helped them through such as working harder and longer hours, self-
determination, sense of purpose to get out of homelessness, taking responsibility 
to solve problems like being prudent with finances, and even seeking social 
support. The families had also exhausted resources within their means, and that 
from their kin as well as friends.   
At the same time, the families felt “weird and “shy”, and would not 
openly “beg” or ask for help from formal agents of help like the FSCs. This 
could be attributed to the Asian culture of “saving face” and reinforced by 
Singapore’s culture of seeking external help as a last resort. It is suggested that a 
strengths-based approach (Grant & Cadell, 2009; Saleeby, 2103; Sousa, Ribero 
& Rodrigyes, 2006) be used to affirm the families’ strengths, their self-worth 
and dignity, and to give them a sense of hope. Adopting this approach does not 
mean that the families are infallible, nor does it negate the role that social 
structures have in facilitating the families out of homelessness. The social 
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workers could also engage in therapeutic conversations with the families to 
support them. 
The findings that the families felt “weird and “shy” asking and receiving 
help, and the comments by the research participants on their interactions with the 
HDB or FSCs, suggest that agencies could come across as patronizing and 
uncaring. These feelings, coupled with inherent power imbalance between 
formal agents of help and the families in need, could be obstacles to the families 
seeking help earlier. The negative and lengthy process (such as asking many 
questions and the need to produce a number of documents, which to them, did 
not commensurate with the assistance they expected), as well as the fear of not 
being treated with respect, might discourage needy families like those on the 
IRHS from seeking help early. The negative encounters could be shared among 
the families on the IRHS, and could be an impediment to seeking assistance.  
Formal agents of help should be more sensitive to the families’ feelings 
when responding to them. It is recommended that the means-testing process be 
simplified so that families do not feel overwhelmed. The administrative 
processes could also be streamlined so that data on the family’s financial 
situation and needs could be shared among relevant helping agencies, without 
the need for families to repeat the same information to them.  
Another area that social workers ought to pay attention to is meeting the 
special needs of transnational families. The findings showed that these families 
had a more trying time getting homes, as eligibility for HDB housing is tied to 
Singapore citizenship. The men in the transnational families had to first find a 
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way for either their spouse or one of their children to get Singapore citizenship 
or Permanent Resident status before they could apply for public housing.   
Besides worrying about applying for a flat and the process of getting 
citizenship, the transnational families had to live with the uncertainty of the 
duration of their non-Singaporean spouses’ Social Visit Passes. There was no 
certainty if the Visit Passes could be renewed, and for how long. Citizenship 
matters affected homeless transnational families in many other ways; the non-
Singaporean spouses and children were not eligible for any subsidies for health 
services and school fees, and this meant household expenses were much higher. 
In addition, the non-Singaporean spouses on shorter-term visit passes were not 
permitted to work and the opportunity to earn more income was closed to these 
families.  
All the findings on homeless transnational families suggest that social 
workers need to be knowledgeable about citizenship policies and how they 
impact the transnational families’ lives, like the links or intersections between 
citizenship policy with education, health care, and housing polices and schemes.  
The social workers would also need to be familiar with the culture of the non-
Singaporean spouses. The study showed that the transnational families had less 
social support as they only had the men’s kin to turn to. In addition, the foreign 
spouses only had their husbands to rely on.  
It is suggested that customized help be rendered to transnational 
homeless families. Community outreach activities would be useful to engage 
these families, especially the foreign spouses who have limited social networks. 
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As the transnational families might need time to warm up or be open to help, 
social workers could conduct home-visits and build rapport with them, and to 
understand their reasons for not participating in outreach events. Their 
reluctance could be due to child care concerns, language barriers, and so on. 
 Although children were not interviewed in the study, it can be reasonable 
to conclude that the children were affected by homelessness. For instance, some 
of the families had shared that their children wanted to know why they had to 
leave their home of origin, and the reasons for not having a permanent home. 
Some parents were also concerned about their children’s educational needs. 
Children’s needs have to be included as part of the helping process, and social 
workers should look into the emotional needs of children. Another area to 
include in the intervention process would be issues about parent-child 
relationships, as the children could be unhappy with their parents for their 
family’s circumstances. It is suggested that social workers who usually meet 
with the parents could ask the parents how their children were coping, and try to 
meet the identified needs.  
 When working with children from homeless families, social workers 
need to be careful how they respond to children’s feelings. As highlighted in the 
study by Moore et al. (2011), children have expressed concerns about what they 
tell service providers as they did not want social service staff to think badly of 
their parents, and the children had wanted the staff to know that their parents 
were doing their best. Thus, social workers need to decide how best to involve 
children and there could be different ways of involving children when helping 
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the families. It could be in the form of free activities for the children in the IRHS 
locality, which was being done by one of the FSCs. It is possible that there could 
be hesitancy among service providers to do more for the families in terms of 
engaging their children in the helping process. This could be because of resource 
constraints, or the view that resolving financial and housing needs would address 
children’s concerns as well.  
 A perennial issue that social work practitioners and policy makers think 
about is how to prevent homelessness. Could we have identified families at-risk 
of homelessness earlier?  It is recognized that it is hard to identify families at-
risk of losing their homes unless there are clues like mortgage debts or 
difficulties paying utility bills, while the families still had their homes of origin 
(Point A of the conceptual framework). Currently, families can take a housing 
loan with HDB or a bank loan to purchase an HDB flat. For families who have 
taken HDB housing loans, HDB would have information on families with 
mortgage arrears, and could refer the families to FSCs or CCS for assistance 
early. However, HDB would not know of families who had borrowed from the 
banks and were having problems with their housing loans. While the banks 
adopt a business-like relationship with families, which is rather impersonal in 
nature, it is suggested that the banks, as part of their corporate social 
responsibility program, include preventive measures like referring families who 
have mortgage problems to HDB or the FSCs so that the families can get help 
earlier, and not be evicted because of housing debts. MSF and HDB could 
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facilitate this process by disseminating information on FSCs to the banks, and 
work out a system to refer families to the FSCs for help.    
 At the preventive and developmental fronts, FSCs could work together 
with CCS, financial professionals or institutions with no vested interest to sell 
financial products, to conduct public education talks on financial management 
for their clients, or residents in the community. Social workers could also attend 
courses to be more familiar about finance-related topics so that they could better 
help their clients with financial issues. The FSCs and CCS could work with 
community partners or philanthropic agencies to sponsor these programs. It is 
also suggested that FSCs, social service agencies and grassroots bodies in the 
locality can carry out community outreach efforts to raise awareness of help 
available. This can be done via home-visits or other platforms like activities for 
children or the families, to publicize programs and services available.   
Implications for Policy 
Social Welfare Policy 
 The findings have shown that there are different agencies and a plethora 
of programs and services to assist needy families like those on the IRHS. As 
mentioned, these include different types of financial assistance schemes and 
assistance in kind (administered by different agencies like the FSCs, CDCs, 
schools and so forth). FSCs also offer counselling services, as well as programs 
for children on the IRHS. While the social safety net exists and has been 
effective in meeting the needs, the study had raised some fundamental issues 
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about Singapore’s social welfare policy on how homeless families, as well as 
other needy individuals and families are assisted.  
 One of the principles of our social welfare policy is self-reliance. This is 
to prevent a crutch mentality. There are also concerns about people taking 
advantage of welfare benefits (moral hazard), undermining personal 
responsibility, and the erosion of the work ethic (MSF, 2014). However, the 
study has shown that the homeless families valued hard work and being self-
reliant but they still needed support. In fact, the families said that they worked 
longer hours and were prudent with their money. Instead of viewing the concepts 
of self-reliance and seeking help respectively as polar opposites, it might be 
useful to see them as complementary in the continuum of supporting families in 
need.   
  The findings has also indicated the need to consider the intersection of 
“face” issues and family attributes, with the tenets of Singapore’s social welfare 
philosophy to be self-reliant, and to rely on kin for help in the first instance. The 
study reiterates the importance of looking at the social context and social 
structures where stress and coping occur especially in Singapore. One has to 
contend with the prevailing cultural message of turning to formal services as a 
last resort. At the same time, one is dependent on the government, being the 
major provider of public housing. It is ironic that even with close to a million 
HDB flats, families are not able to find affordable housing. This highlights 
another issue that has been debated by scholars and politicians alike - the home 
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being monetized as an asset with rising home prices (Low, 2013; Lien Centre for 
Social Innovation, 2015).      
 The homeless families related that they had received financial aid and 
other types of assistance but there were concerns about the adequacy of aid, and 
the time-limited nature of some of the financial assistance schemes. The families 
also shared about their savings being depleted. This raises the question – is 
financial assistance meant to help the families on a “just-enough” basis, or is it 
tailored to allow the families to get by on a day-to-day basis as well as being 
able to save for their future?  The other issue is when social assistance should 
end.  
 One recommendation is for policy makers and social work practitioners 
to look into initiatives that facilitate and motivate families to save for their 
future, so that they could be financially stable. There could perhaps be a 
children’s savings account incorporated in the financial assistance schemes, 
where the monies are held in trust until they reach adulthood. Another 
suggestion is to have a joint-savings scheme or a matched-savings scheme, with 
a philanthropic organization co-contributing to the families’ savings account. 
This could incentivize the families to save for their future, and to be able to build 
up a buffer to deal with unforeseen situations. The  aims of these schemes are to 
encourage both fathers and mothers to remain employed, and enhance their 
income maintenance by giving them financial incentives to do so. The details of 
such a scheme are beyond the scope of this study but the government or social 
workers could consider these schemes as a way of building the assets of low-
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income families, not just to meet immediate needs but longer-term needs like to 
their children’s educational expenses, and even as part of the parents’ retirement 
planning.    
 In addition, the administration of financial assistance schemes could 
perhaps be more flexible, or administered with a light touch. For instance, 
assuming that there is an increase in the household income because of an 
increase in salary of the breadwinner, would it be possible for agencies not to cut 
or reduce the quantum of aid immediately? The termination of aid could be done 
gradually so that the families are prepared and have some time to build up their 
savings, and perhaps have some discretionary money for their family, especially 
their children to have a treat once in a while. However, there is always the issue 
of when does one cut off aid, and what would be regarded as a comfortable or 
reasonable phasing out period. 
 The results of the study point out the need to address the “cliff effects” in 
helping low-income families (Prenovost & Youngblood, 2010; Romich, 
Simmelink, & Holt, 2007). Low-income families like the IRHS families, find 
themselves worse off when they work harder and longer to increase their 
household incomes as their social assistance is terminated or reduced, but the 
value or quantum of the social assistance being cut “often supersedes the value 
of the increased income that precipitates the loss” (Prenovost & Youngblood, 
2010). One of the interviewed families had in fact spoken about how financial 
aid was reduced by quite a big amount when his daughter started to work but at 
the same time, he had to stop work due to a stroke. Social workers should be 
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educated and made aware of this complex concept of “cliff effects” and how this 
affects the families’ efforts in achieving financial independence. It is also 
proposed that social workers and policy makers consider the “cliff effects” when 
reviewing the families’ circumstances for help.   
     Another policy issue centers on the role and reliance on the social 
institution of the family and kinship ties to meet needs. It is acknowledged that 
these channels have traditionally been sources of economic, social and emotional 
support. However, as shown by the experiences of the homeless families, the 
position of the family or kin within the “Many Helping Hands” philosophy in 
Singapore as the source or even the first-stop for help for homeless families can 
be at the expense of long-term broken kinship ties which might be hard to heal. 
This study showed that for some of the homeless families, turning to their kin for 
help seemed to have worsened relationships with them. By not approaching their 
kin for help, this might have helped preserve kinship ties.  
 The findings also revealed that most of the homeless families did not 
have strong familial or kin networks to turn to in the first place - their kin were 
either in similar socio-economic positions with little resources to help them out 
of homelessness, or were worse-off than them. The transnational families had 
even fewer social support networks. These are real concerns which need to be 
acknowledged and addressed even as social workers try to help clients maintain 
their sense of worth in the helping process.  
 In addition, the message that one should seek formal help only after 
exhausting one’s own resources first, and that of their kin and friends, could 
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have an adverse effect on the families’ well-being and self-esteem. The 
homeless families might feel that they were “repeat failures” despite trying their 
best. While it may be argued that the families had expressed self-reliance and a 
desire to find their own solutions, these values are in fact shaped by society’s 
expectations and also internalized among Singaporeans. In getting help from the 
government or formal agencies first, the families could have been assisted in a 
timelier manner, and their children especially, could have had a more stable and 
secure family environment to grow up in. Basically, there are social and 
financial costs to the families if they are expected to exhaust all other resources 
first before seeking formal assistance.  
 As pointed out in the study, resources within the family alone were 
insufficient for them to find a place to live, and to cope with other stressors. This 
is especially as the families had to deal with numerous structural factors like the 
HDB debarment policy, shortage of affordable housing, citizenship issues and so 
on. The need for the government as well as the community to play a greater role 
to help families in need, like homeless families, was articulated by Prime 
Minister Lee Hsien Loong in his National Day Rally Speech in 2013 (Lee, 2013; 
Lien Centre for Social Innovation, 2015). Given this direction, as a start, perhaps 
policies and initiatives on assisting homeless families could be re-looked. 
Housing Policy and Conditions 
 Given that this study’s findings showed that the cost of losing or leaving 
one’s home of origin is very high, so much so that it becomes almost impossible 
to find an alternative affordable home immediately or even to get another HDB 
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flat soon, and that home is closely conflated with family well-being, it might be 
useful for HDB to consider setting up “Social Management Units” at the various 
HDB Area Offices located in the HDB estates to render advice and housing 
assistance to the families early. Families who have difficulties with their HDB 
flat mortgage payments could approach this unit for help. This unit, staffed by a 
complement of social workers and HDB officers, could help the families re-
work their mortgage payments so that the families could still find a way to keep 
their homes without having to accumulate their mortgage debts to the point 
where they have no choice by to sell their homes to get out of arrears. Families 
who have taken bank loans could also approach this unit for advice if they have 
difficulties with their mortgage payments.  
 In addition, the unit could also help the families facing arrears in their 
utility bills by way of referring them to relevant agencies for financial assistance. 
The unit could refer families with more complex issues to the FSCs or other 
agencies for help.  It is recognized that HDB does currently refer families to the 
FSCs for financial aid and other forms of assistance. As an immediate area for 
implementation, HDB could formalize a system of working with the FSCs  in 
the vicinity to identify vulnerable families, like those in arrears for one or two 
months so that help can be rendered earlier.  
 Another area to look into is that of re-working mortgage payments and 
the repayment period for existing HDB dwellers. This could be looked into 
further as a preventive measure, so that families can remain as home-owners. As 
it is, families who have been forced to sell their homes because of debts would 
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have to turn to HDB for an IRHS flat and even another smaller but permanent 
HDB flat eventually. To pre-empt the possibility of low-income families having 
mortgage issues, one suggestion is for the National Trade Union Congress
5
 
(NTUC) Thrift and Loan unit look into setting up a scheme for workers, 
whereby they can save and take up loans at reasonable interest rates.   
 While the study is not intended to be a critique of the IRHS which is 
meant to assist needy families with housing transition issues, it would appear 
that the premise and design of the IRHS could be reviewed. This is because the 
homeless families are already vulnerable and multi-stressed. Based on HDB 
guidelines (Chan 2009; HDB, 2013), families are considered for the IRHS only 
if they had exhausted all other housing options such as living with family or 
friends, or renting from the open market. This position is understandable as 
HDB has limited housing rental units.  
 As shown in the study, HDB does exercise flexibility; three of the 
families were offered an IRHS flat and did not have to look for alternative 
accommodation of their own after selling their HDB flats. However, the other 
six families stayed at various temporary places before being on the IRHS. Some 
did not know about IRHS. It was after approaching formal agents of help that 
some of them were referred for IRHS. There seems to be an issue of information 
asymmetry as this Scheme is not widely publicized. For families on the brink of 
                                                          
5 National Trade Union Congress (NTUC) is a national confederation of trade unions, and one of its goals is to ensure 
that workers remain employable for life. One of its arms, NTUC Thrift and Loan aims to inculcate thrift, and grow the 
cash assets of its members through paying higher interest rates on savings and fixed deposits, charging less for loans, and 





homelessness, awareness of the Scheme would have benefitted them. More 
could be done to publicize this Scheme.  
 It is also suggested that HDB allow homeless families to rent an IRHS 
flat without having to first exhaust all other avenues. As the homeless families 
are low-income families, the money spent on renting accommodation from the 
open market, which was also higher than IRHS rents, could have been set aside 
to build up their financial resources. The families would face less uncertainty, 
and it would also be in the interest of children to have a more stable place to live 
in.   
Another implication drawn from the study is on co-renting with another 
family. It is acknowledged that the IRHS started off with the intention to enable 
the homeless families to have a roof over their head, and operated on the 
assumption that by making it affordable through co-renting with another co-
tenant family, the homeless families would be assisted. Some issues about the 
design of the IRHS, like how rents are charged, could be reviewed by HDB and 
MND. First, the study revealed that some families were facing rent arrears for 
their IRHS flat. Is the rent affordable to the families in the first instance? There 
is no published information on how many families on the IRHS have rent and/or 
utilities arrears. In addition, one of the families reported that they had to pay 
higher rent for their second IRHS flat in another location. It is unclear how the 
IRHS rents are computed, and if this is left entirely to the discretion of the 
different managing agents of the Scheme. 
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It is also suggested that the relevant authorities gather data on families 
with rent and utilities arrears, and review the rental rates to ensure that there is a 
fit between the financial circumstances of the families, the rising costs of living, 
and the ratio of rent to household income, so that IRHS flats remain affordable. 
In addition, it is suggested that the late penalty fee for payment of rent be 
reviewed as this causes unnecessary hardship on families who are already needy.  
The issue of co-sharing the IRHS flat throws up other concerns as the 
findings revealed that co-sharing, and even doubling-up with one’s own family 
members and relatives was not easy, and what more about co-sharing with 
stranger families. In some ways, families on the IRHS seem to be worse off than 
families on the Public Rental Scheme who do not have to co-share their flats. 
The mental health of the families could be exacerbated by co-sharing 
arrangements. HDB could re-consider if there could be some flexibility to allow 
these families to have their own interim rental flat rather than co-share, on 
compassionate or social grounds so that they may have some comfort, privacy 
and control over their lives.   
 The study highlighted that home ownership is affected by a host of 
factors, like housing policies, citizenship, availability and accessibility to 
affordable housing, and the costs of living. The plight of homeless families in 
their search for an alternative home highlighted the dearth of affordable housing 
options from the open market. The findings showed that the families had plans 
to down-size into smaller HDB homes or more affordable options like HDB 
public rental flats but these were not readily available [there was a shortage of 
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smaller HDB flats as well as rental flats. At the same time, some of the families 
did not qualify for public rental housing flats under prevailing HDB rules, and 
which were already short in supply. 
 On the housing difficulties faced by transnational families, it may be 
argued that transnational families need not be homeless as they can purchase an 
HDB flat from the open market. Currently, such an avenue exists through the 
Non-citizen Spouse Scheme where a Singaporean and a non-citizen spouse 
could buy an HDB flat from the open market under certain conditions 
(www.hdb.gov.sg). However, the prices of flats in the open market are high. 
Lower-income transnational families are not able to afford such homes. They 
have to rely on public housing - to rent or purchase a flat from HDB as these 
flats are heavily subsidized by government. However, they have to meet the 
eligibility criteria, which include one other family member to be a Singapore 
citizen. As explained, the transnational families had to find a way of getting 
around the citizenship rules. It is felt that the assumptions of the different 
policies and work processes could be re-examined.    
 Some housing policies have been tweaked since 2007 when signs of 
homelessness re-emerged as an issue, and continuous fine-tuning is needed. One 
of the important developments is the construction of more HDB rental flats from 
42,000 to 57,000 units by 2015 and to 60,000 units by 2017 (Chang, 2013, Mah, 
2009; Tan 2012; Yeo, 2015). A slew of measures have been introduced 
progressively over the years to curb rising home prices, such as capping the total 
debt- servicing ratio so that families do not over extend their finances, providing 
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additional housing grants to families to enable them to purchase a home, and 
HDB providing advice on right-sizing of the HDB flat type and one’s financial 
abilities (http://www.mas.gov.sg/news-and-publications/media-
releases/2012/mas-restricts-loan-tenure-for-residential-properties.aspx; 
http://www.moneysense.gov.sg/Life-Events/Buying-a-Home.aspx). In 2013, 
HDB shortened the maximum HDB flat loan tenure from 30 years to 25 years, 
and the mortgage servicing ratio limit was cut to 30% of the borrower’s gross 
monthly salary (Sreedharan, 2013). 
 The bottom-line of the message to individuals and families wishing to 
buy a home or to upgrade from their current home is, “Buy what you can afford” 
in the long run. It is premature to comment if these initiatives have an impact on 
helping low-income families to own their homes in terms of keeping up with 
their mortgage payments. This is because well-intentioned rules are generally 
predicated on things remaining status quo in the family. As seen from the cases 
of the families interviewed, there could be unanticipated life events like 
retrenchment or an illness that affect home-ownership. This again points out the 
need for families to have access to different professionals for counsel as well as 
sufficient savings to buffer these difficult times.     
Citizenship Policy 
 One of the policies on the Visit Pass for foreign spouses in transnational 
marriages was recently reviewed by the Immigration and Checkpoint Authority 
(ICA) (www.ica.gov.sg). The general rule is that foreign spouses of Singapore 
citizens have to apply for a Visit Pass to reside in Singapore, and duration of the 
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Visit Pass varies. This remains unchanged. In April 2012, the Long-Term Visit 
Pass-Plus (LTVP+) was introduced to provide longer residency for the foreign 
spouses. With the LTVP+, they would be able to work and also enjoy healthcare 
and employment benefits. However, to be eligible for the LTVP+, the 
transnational couple must have at least one Singaporean child. This makes it 
hard for the families whose children were born in the foreign spouses’ home 
countries.  
 In the study, the children of two transnational families were born in the 
foreign spouses’ home countries. The transnational families had to find a way to 
get their children to be Singapore citizens first. At the time of the interviews, 
two foreign spouses were not granted LTVP+. These two transnational families 
had returned to Singapore in 2011 and 2012 respectively. The families 
eventually managed to get citizenship for one of their children one year after 
their return.  It was with the newly minted status of one of their children as a 
Singapore citizen, that the men could include one of the children as a co-
applicant for the HDB flat for the family. Even with the change in the citizenship 
status of one child, the foreign spouses were not granted LTVP+. The entire 
process was both onerous and costly. The families had to spend money on legal 
fees to initiate the process of adopting their birth children first before they could 
apply for Singapore citizenship. It seemed that the families had little choice but 
to go through these steps. After this was achieved, one could then apply for a 
flat. One also wonders the impact of these processes on the children.  
 302 
 
 On the point that the revised policy that would allow foreign spouses to 
take on certain types of employment and thereby improve the family finances, 
this was not even considered by the transnational families. It was found that both 
Singaporean and transnational families were worried about care arrangements 
for their children. It was also not financially viable to place their non-
Singaporean children in a student care center, as the families had to pay fees, 
which could be more than what one could earn. The non-Singaporean children 
would not be eligible for student care subsidies as these are only given to 
children who are Singapore citizens or those granted permanent residency in 
Singapore. Thus, policies between citizenship and housing, and citizenship and 
welfare assistance, appear to be disjointed when it comes to assisting homeless 
and low-income transnational families.  It is suggested that the authorities 
exercise some administrative flexibility in their eligibility conditions for 
housing, education and health care for children in transnational families, 
provided that one of the parents is a Singapore citizen. This would reduce the 
stress levels and number of problems faced by transnational families.   
Implications for Research 
Arising from the research findings, an area for future research would be 
to compare the homeless families with poor families in the bottom 10% to 20% 
of households on the Public Rental Housing Scheme, and lower-income 
households who have continued to reside in three-room and four-room HDB 
flats respectively. This is because this homeless study showed that a number of 
the homeless families were previous owners of three-room and four-room HDB 
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flats. As mentioned, the MSF Study on the Experiences of Lower-Income 
Households in Singapore (MSF, 2013b), indicated that nine in ten of the lower-
income households in their study resided in three-room and four-room HDB 
flats. These families, though recipients of welfare assistance, were not homeless. 
If the IRHS families’ profiles are more similar to the poor living in rental flats, 
perhaps the goal of home-ownership should not be pursued. As discussed earlier, 
four of the IRHS families had applied for an HDB rental flat, four had applied 
for an HDB-purchase flat, and the remaining family had plans to apply for an 
HDB-purchase flat. It would appear that one ought to be concerned for families 
who had applied for HDB-purchase flats, as they might not be able to pay for the 
new homes in the longer-term.  
However, the same MSF study (2013b) also suggested that it was 
possible for lower-income households to continue to live in their own three-
room and four-room HDB flats. Future studies could investigate if IRHS 
families share similar educational levels, household incomes, low-wage jobs, 
and other life events compared to other low-income families without housing 
issues. The findings could help identify factors that could allow for the early 
detection of families at risk of being in debt and possibly losing their flats, and 
what enabled the families to hold themselves together.  
The importance of the macro-context in coping has been illustrated by 
some of the different experiences of homeless Singaporean families and 
transnational families. The latter group had more issues to cope with, and 
citizenship was a major factor explaining some of the housing and non-housing 
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issues faced. These families also had little family support as their spouses’ next-
of-kin were physically not present. Thus, one area for future research could be 
an in-depth comparative examination of the homeless experiences and needs of 
needy Singaporean and transnational families.  
This research is a cross-sectional study, though it included finding out 
about the homeless families’ housing histories, the factors that caused or 
precipitated homelessness, and when they could exit homelessness in terms of 
their future housing plans. However, there is an element of “unfinished 
business” about the well-being of the families when they eventually move into 
their permanent homes. This study is thus limited in finding out how they would 
cope with the stressors after they have their own home. Future research could 
involve IRHS families who have been settled into their permanent homes to 
capture the entirety of the homeless experience, and perhaps examine in detail, 
what the families’ profiles and past housing situations were like.  Longitudinal 
studies could find out about changes in the families’ lives, and if their problems 
had been resolved, and how long it took them.   
Lastly, this research has also revealed the complex relationship between 
housing and non-housing stressors from the viewpoints of the adult family 
members. However, the children are not spared from the consequences of 
homelessness. An area for future research would be to find out from the children 






This study has achieved the aim of contributing to our understanding of 
contemporary homelessness in Singapore, and adding to the limited pool of 
studies done on the homeless experiences of whole family units (married couples 
with at least one child aged 18 years and below), as most research on homeless 
families have been on single-parent households predominantly headed by 
females in the UK, USA, and other European countries. This study’s findings 
will be useful to researchers who wish to conduct cross-cultural studies of 
homelessness, or to compare the issues faced by two-parent homeless families 
and other homeless population groups.  
 Homelessness for families on the IRHS was more than the loss or the 
absence of a physical place to live in. It was the process and outcome of the 
families coping with multiple housing and non-housing stressors which were 
often intertwined. In addition, some of these stressors were the causes or 
consequences of losing or leaving one’s home of origin. The key findings were 
that the families had been on the IRHS for between three months to slightly 
more than three years. However, the period on the IRHS was not a true reflection 
of the period of homelessness. The period could be seven years or longer if 
computed from the time they had lost or left their home of origin till the time 
they get their permanent home. The families had lived in one or more temporary 
places, and there were seven types of pre-IRHS accommodation. The families’ 
subjective interpretation of homelessness were explained in Chapter 5 by way of 
eight themes (1) Continuing financial struggles; (2) Loss of complete control, 
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autonomy, privacy, comfort, and desire for home; (3) Compromised “sense of 
family: and family decisions and future; (4) Dealing with significant loss as a 
parent- two families; (5) Lack of physical, practical and emotional support from 
kin; (6) High stress, depression, and suicidal thoughts; (7) Anxiety and 
endurance, and remaining hopeful while transacting with various systems; and 
(8) Self-reliance, pragmatism, patience and adaptability. All families felt that it 
was important to have their own home, and this would also help them resolve 
some of their problems. 
 In Singapore, being a home-owner has been the norm. The culture of 
home ownership in Singapore has been fortified over the years by government’s 
commitment and assistance in housing policy, and has shaped the normalcy of 
owing a physical structure called a “home”, and the wish of parents to preserve 
their value and dignity by passing on something valuable, the flat – onto the 
children.  For the IRHS families, family life was affected and the parents wished 
that their children could have a comfortable and secure place to live in, and to 
allow the family to be together. This could be due to the fact that almost 
everyone has a permanent home in Singapore, whereas accommodation on the 
IRHS was temporary and not the norm. It is thus not unexpected, that IRHS 
families felt that even with a roof over their head, they did not feel that they 
were complete as families. While on one hand, we are cognizant of the 
contribution of home ownership scheme in providing an infrastructure to build 
human relations, personal actualization and communal harmony, the value of the 
upper structure should never be replaced by the material base. Counseling 
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services are necessary to remove unnecessary guilt and over-romanticization of 
the achievement through property ownership.  
 In Singapore, the HDB flat is highly valued as an asset that the parents 
wanted to leave behind for their children. These families who were grappling 
with the daily cost of living, health care, children’s well-being, and co-sharing 
issues have few assets, and the home is probably the most important physical 
asset they have. Perhaps the overall homeless experience characterized by 
unstable housing arrangements reinforced their wish to have a permanent home, 
and to be able to bequeath it to their children. The home is significant as both a 
concrete and abstract entity for families on interim housing in Singapore. The 
findings of this study reiterates the centrality of the home and its conflation with 
the family, and suggest that perhaps more professional effort is needed to 
provide an alternative discourse of being unable to own a flat, and to promote 
the true essence of wellness that it is supposed to be achieved through the 
property ownership. 
The housing histories of the families indicated that none of them had 
expected that they would lose or not have their own home. While the trajectory 
of being homeless could be due to unwise decisions made, or circumstances 
beyond their control, one has to acknowledge and compliment the homeless 
families for their resiliency, coping with numerous stressors. Given the profile of 
the families, it is possible that housing problems could be a recurring issue, even 
if they get their new homes eventually. The current practice adopted in 
Singapore, where social workers work in collaboration with the housing 
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authorities and other agencies to provide counselling, financial and other forms 
of help to families on the IRHS is the way forward to support the families to 
own and keep their home. Finally, coordinated micro, mezzo and macro 
approaches are needed to facilitate the IRHS families out of homelessness, and 
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STUDY ON EXPERIENCES OF FAMILIES ON THE INTERIM RENTAL 
HOUSING SCHEME (IRHS) 
 
Code: ____________   Contact Number:_________________ 
 
Date of Interview:  ________________________________________ 
 
Location of Interview:  _____________________________________ 
 
Time Started/ Ended:     ________________to__________________ 
 
GUIDING QUESTIONS  
1. How did you come to be on the IRHS?  
2. How long has your family been on the IRHS? How many family members are 
there? How old are your children? 
3. Prior to being on the IRHS, where did/have you lived? 
4. How did you feel knowing that you were going to be homeless/without a home? 
5. What did you do when you realised that your family was going to be homeless? 
Who did you approach for assistance when you found out that your family 
would be homeless? Who helped you? Your relatives, neighbours, CDCs etc.? 
6. What was the experience asking for help like? 
7. Who can you count on to help you? 
8. What do you think helped you cope through the period of homelessness? (Prior 
to homelessness, during the period of being homeless and being on the IRHS)   
9. What types of resources did you tap on? 
10. Do you have any concerns about your family? What is the most important to 
you? 
11. What type of help or support do you need now?  
12. What has been the most difficult part about being homeless? 
13. How has life been on the IRHS? What has affected your housing experience?  
What do you think are the factors that have affected your housing experience? 
14. What are your goals for the future? How do you plan to achieve these goals? 
15. Do you and your spouse discuss your concerns and goals together?  
16. What is the monthly rental like in the IRHS?  




PROFILE SHEET (FAMILIES – individual sheet for each person) 
Q1 Age Group   Code 
 21 - 29 years 1  
 30 - 34 years 2 
 35 - 39 years 3 
 40 - 54 years 4 
 55 - 64 years 
Others (pls. specify)_______  
5 
99 
    
Q2 Gender Code  
 Male 1  
 Female 2  
 
Q3 Marital Status    Code  
    
 Married 1  
    
 Years in marriage (pls. specify)___________________ 
  
  
Q4 Ethnic Group Code  
 Chinese 1  
 Malay 2  
 Indian 3  
 Others (pls. specify) ____________________ 99  
Q5 Religion Code  
 Buddhism 1  
 Taoism/ Chinese traditional beliefs 2  
 Islam 3  
 Hinduism 4  
 Sikhism 5  
 Protestant 6  
 Free-thinker 7  
 Roman Catholic  8  
 Others (pls. specify) ____________________ 99  
    





 HDB 1-room 1  
 HDB 2-room 2  
 HDB 3-room 3  
 HDB 4-room 4  
 HDB 5-room 5  
 Executive Flat 6  
 HUDC/Condominium/ Private Apartment 7  
    
 Others (pls. specify) ____________________ 99  
 329 
 
Q7 Highest level of education attained  Code  
 No formal education 1  
 Some Primary 2  
 Some Secondary ('O'/ 'N' Levels), includes NTC 3 or equivalent 3  
 Completed Junior College ('A' levels) or NTC ½ Certificate in 
Office Skills 
4  
 Polytechnic (Diploma) 5  
 University Graduate (Basic Degree/ Honors Degree) 6  
 University Postgraduate (MA, MSc, MBA, PhD, Graduate 
Diploma) 
7  
 Others (pls. specify) ____________________ 99  
    
Q8 Current occupational status Code  
 Employee 1  
 Self-Employed 2  
 Full-time homemaker 3  
 Full-time student 4  
 Retiree 5  
 Unemployed 6  
 Others (pls. specify) ____________________ 99  
    





 Legislators, Senior Officials, Senior Executives & Senior 
Managers 
1  
 Professionals 2  
 Technicians, Mid to low level managers, Foremen and Supervisors 3  
 Clerical Workers 4  
 Service Workers and Shop and Market Sales Workers 5  
 Plant and Machine Operators and Assemblers and Semi-skilled 
workers 
6  
 Cleaners, Laborers and Related Workers, Unskilled workers 
 
7  
Q10 Monthly household income (Gross) Code  
 No income 1  
 Below SGD1,000 2  
 SGD 1,000 - 1,999 3  
 SGD2,000  - 2,999 4  
 SGD 3,000 - 3,999 5  
 SGD 4,000 - 4,999 6  
 SGD 5,000 - 5,999 7  
 SGD 6,000 - 6,999 8  
 SGD 7,000 - 7,999 9  
 >SGD 8,000    10  




Appendix B: Interview Guide for Social Workers 
 
STUDY ON EXPERIENCES OF FAMILIES ON THE INTERIM RENTAL 
HOUSING SCHEME (IRHS) 
 
Code: ____________   Contact Number: __________________ 
 
Date of Interview:  ______________________________________________ 
 
Location of Interview: ____________________________________________ 
 
Time Started/ Ended: ____________________to ______________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________ 
GUIDING QUESTIONS  
1. How many cases of homeless families do you have now/have you handled in 
total?  
2. What is the typical profile of these families? (Ethnicity, ages of parents, number 
of children, working or unemployed)? What is the profile of all the cases you 
have handled (including current cases) or have now?  
3. Where were the families staying prior to being on the IRHS? 
4. What do the families express to you when you meet with them? 
5. What were the problems that the families said that they have? What was of 
greatest concern to the families? (What does father, mother tell you?) 
6. What type of assistance did they request for?  
7. Were the problems presented by them similar to your professional assessment 
of their problems and needs? 
8. How did you address the problems that they shared with you?  
9. How does casework take place?  How often do you and the family meet? 
10. Do you meet with all the family members or only one family member – if so, 
who is this family member? 
11. What do you think are the strengths and resources that the families have?  
12. What do you think influenced the way the families saw their homeless 
experience and their coping strategies? 
13. How would you describe the family’s coping capacity and adjustments? 
14. What has been the experience of working with homeless families been for you?  
15. What do you think are the factors affecting the experiences of these families?  




PROFILE SHEET: SOCIAL WORKERS  
Q1 Age Group  Code  
 21 - 29 years 1  
 30 - 34 years 2 
 35 - 39 years 3 
 40 - 54 years 4 
 55 - 64 years 
65 years and above 
5 
6 
    
Q2 Gender Code  
 Male 1  
 Female 2 
 
 
Q3 Marital status      Code  
 Single  1  
 Married 2  
 Separated/Divorced/Widowed 3  
    
Q4 Ethnic Group   Code  
 Chinese 1  
 Malay 2  
 Indian 3  
 Others (pls. specify) ____________________ 4  
    
 Work History 
Total number of years in social work  _______ 






Appendix C: Complex Web of Relationships Among Factors Affecting 




Resources and Societal 
Context Factors 
 
Areas of Connection/Overlaps 
Financial   
 
 Low-income and single income households 
 Breadwinners in low-wage jobs – linked to 
educational level (primary and secondary 
education)   
 Mortgage arrears at home of origin  
 Utilities arrears at home of origin 
 Rent arrears at IRHS flat 
 Utilities arrears at IRHS flat  
 Debts incurred for renovation, furniture and 
household items, medical needs, and being a 
guarantor for a friend  
 Schooling expenses for children  
 Citizenship and immigration matters – fees and 
legal cost   
 Physical health - cost of medical care high 
especially for transnational families 
 Sale of home as a source of funds to pay for health 
care   
 Assistance from friends, family and formal agents 
of help 
 Time limit on assistance from formal agents of help 
 Not much discretionary money  
 Careful budgeting    
 Working hard to be financially independent  





Resources and Societal 
Context Factors 
 
Areas of Connection/Overlaps 
Housing  
 
 Home of origin - mortgage arrears  
 Home of origin - utilities arrears 
 IRHS flat - rent and utilities arrears 
 Financial decisions - renovation, household items 
and so forth and being in debt 
 House hunting process  difficult – being turned 
away, costs, and restrictions by landlords 
 Living with uncertainty at different places and up to 
seven types of housing arrangements 
 Coping with co-living arrangements- loss of 
complete autonomy, privacy, control and comfort 
 Explaining the housing situation to children 
 Housing policy - subsidized heavily by government 
and rules about sale of HDB homes   
 Access to affordable housing from the open market 
 Turning to kin for accommodation  
 Shortage of HDB rental flats  
 Housing policy on debarment period for applying 
for HDB rental flat 
 Period of waiting for new home – waiting time for 
HDB flat was long  
 Citizenship matters  - citizenship tied to eligibility 
for public housing  
 Home as the infrastructure for making future 
decisions 





 Low-wage jobs -linked to educational level 
(primary or up to secondary education  
 Health reasons - ill-health and unable to work  
 Non-Singaporean spouses not allowed to work - 
linked to citizenship and immigration  policies   
 Child-care reasons for not working -young children  
Physical Health  
 
 Physical health - both acute and chronic medical 
conditions, and unexpected life events like a 
miscarriage   
 Health care costs and personal health insurance 
(Medisave) 
 Health care policy linked to citizenship policy - 





Resources and Societal 
Context Factors 
 
Areas of Connection/Overlaps 
 Knowledge and access to financial assistance 
schemes for medical treatment expenses  
Mental Health 
 
 Stressed, sadness and disappointments   
 Depression 
 Suicidal thoughts  
 Coping with unexpected life events like a 
miscarriage and the suicide of a child  
Children’s Education  
 
 Schooling expenses like school fees, school pocket 
money, transport cost, and after-school activities 
 Eligibility for subsidized education linked to 
citizenship 
 Registration for school-proximity of home to 
school 
 Uncertainty about the location of permanent home 
to school and the distance from school 
Citizenship and 
Immigration  
 Process of getting citizenship and relevant passes to 
live in Singapore 
 Legal fees for adoption, dependent passes and 
citizenship  
 Citizenship linked to schooling - eligibility for 
subsidized education 
 Citizenship linked to housing - eligibility for 
subsidized HDB housing  
 Citizenship linked to health care - eligibility for 
subsidized health care 
Family/Kin  Availability of support 
 Temporary accommodation 
 Co-sharing problems such as space, noise and 
duration 
 Coping with reluctance of kin to help 
 Conflicts with family members especially over rent 
issues 
 Financial help 
 Emotional support not as forthcoming 
Friends    
 
 Availability of support  
 Financial help from friends 
 Being in debt after helping a friend 
 Temporary accommodation 
 Emotional support from friends  
 Embarrassed to share problems with friends  





Resources and Societal 
Context Factors 
 
Areas of Connection/Overlaps 
borrowing money from friends 
Formal Agents of Help  
 
 Knowledge of and access to formal agents to seek 
help from 
 Different agents of help -  MPs, FSCs, CDCs, 
SHGs, HDB, IRHS managing agents, schools, other 
social service agencies     
 Eligibility conditions for housing and welfare 
assistance 
 Assistance is temporary/time-limited, like food 
rations for two months or end of school pocket 
money after two years and so forth   
 Assistance could be changed, like reduced financial 
aid   
 Process of getting help - positive and negative 
experiences 
 Outcome of help-seeking - positive and negative 
experiences 
  
 
 
 
 
